UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT AND IMPACT ON WELL-BEING:
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY

by
Dana Monette Hart-Raynor
Liberty University

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment
Of the Requirements for the Degree
Doctor of Education

School of Behavioral Sciences
Liberty University
2022

1

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT

2

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT AND IMPACT ON WELL-BEING:
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY
by Dana Monette Hart-Raynor

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment
Of the Requirements for the Degree
Doctor of Education

School of Behavioral Science
Liberty University, Lynchburg, VA
2022

APPROVED BY:

Tracy N. Baker, Ph.D., Committee Chair

Aubrey L. Statti, Ed.D., Committee Member

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT

3

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand how elopement behaviors
impacted short- and long-term well-being and daily functioning of older youth participating in
North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care alumni in North Carolina. The
theories guiding this research study were Bowlby’s attachment theory, Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory, and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Fragmented relationships with
foster caregivers were intensified with frequent elopement behaviors and problematic
interpersonal relationships continued to manifest after foster care exiting. Fostered youth, their
caregivers, child welfare professionals, and the community-at-large were impacted by the
youth’s decision to elope. The effects of the elopement behaviors were experienced physically,
emotionally, psychologically, financially, and communally within the various ecological
systems. Youth sought opportunities to reconnect with familiar people and settings to have their
needs met. The decision to elope, to return to these enjoyable and familiar places, led to youth retraumatization. With these theories in mind, the participants were asked to describe their foster
care experiences, to identify the contributing factors influencing their decision to elope, along
with what could have preserved the placement, and to explain in what ways did elopement
behaviors and placement instability impact their well-being and daily functioning. Data
collection involved facilitating one 14-question interview with each participant. Themes were
extracted from the interviews and ethical considerations were regarded to protect the
participants’ well-being. The results from the study addressed the gaps in literature: first-person
accounts of elopement and its impact on well-being and daily functioning was sparse among
older youth in foster care and foster care alumni.
Keywords: youth, elopement, child protection services, foster care alumni, well-being
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
During the 2020 fiscal year, over 400,000 youth received foster care services (Children’s
Bureau, 2021); of that total, 528 youth exited foster care labeled as a runaway. Five hundred and
twenty-eight reflected a small fraction of the number of children receiving foster care services,
but youth exhibiting elopement behaviors was a recurrent problem within the foster care system
(Children’s Bureau, 2021; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Morewitz, 2016). Elopement was defined
as leaving a foster care setting without the caregiver’s knowledge or permission (Crosland &
Dunlap, 2015). Elopement negatively impacted the lives of many including the youth, the foster
caregivers, and the local child welfare organization who was the legal guardian for the youth
(Bender et al., 2015; King et al., 2017; Noh & Kim, 2020; Sarri et al., 2016). Youth placed in
foster care deserved to feel safe, loveable, and prepared to transition into adulthood with the
necessary resources to attain their fullest potential. It was necessary for professionals, caregivers,
and stakeholders to develop an understanding of the intricacies of youth elopement during foster
care placement.
The overall purpose of this phenomenological research study was to understand the
phenomenon of youth elopement in foster care and the impact eloping had on well-being and
daily functioning. The existing research concluded that youth were retraumatized via physical
and sexual abuse, juvenile justice involvement, and untreated medical conditions during an
elopement episode (B. Crawford et al., 2018; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Hoikkala &
Kemppainen, 2015; Latzman et al., 2019). In addition, the inability to form attachments and
secure healthy relationships transferred into adulthood resulting in job scarcity, homelessness,
untreated mental illness, and incarceration due to the youth’s eloping history (Bender et al.,
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2015; Curry & Abrams, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Gypen et al., 2017; Shah et al., 2017). The
research study intended to fill the gaps of existing literature by focusing on how elopement
behaviors impacted the well-being and daily functioning of youth, 18-21, and foster care alumni.
Prior to this research study, there was limited data collected from the first point of view of how
elopement from foster care placement settings impacted the participants’ inability to form
healthy attachments with adults once they were in the foster care system. This study asked
participants participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care
alumni who transitioned from the North Carolina foster care system to describe their experiences
in foster care, including eloping from their foster care placement, the factors that persuaded them
to elope, factors that could have preserved their foster care placement, and the impact eloping
had on their well-being and daily functioning.
This chapter began with an overview of the problem that warranted the research, the
importance of this study, and the literature that supported this research. An evolution of youth
elopement behaviors was addressed and supported by the most recent literature. Next,
motivations for conducting this research, the ontological framework, and constructivism
paradigm were described that guided the research study. The problem and purpose statements
articulated the most important aspects of the eloping phenomenon. As the chapter concluded, the
significance of why the study needed to be conducted, research questions, and definitions were
described.
This research affected change on a large scale. The participants’ experience brought an
awareness of the risk factors causing eloping episodes, ways to preserve placement, and the short
– and long-term impacts of eloping on their lives. The participants were asked to review the
informed consent before participating in the study. Next, each participant completed a survey to
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capture their demographics. Afterwards, they agreed to be interviewed and asked 14 interview
questions. Once the interview was complete, and the interview recording was transcribed, each
participant reviewed their transcript for accuracy referred to as member checking. The data
collected was reduced into eight themes that represented the lived experiences and
commonalities of the eloping phenomenon that was shared by the participants. This findings
from the study were valuable in future attempts to establish screening tools to identify eloping
behaviors at the time of foster care entry and to reduce eloping behaviors of youth who are
already placed in their foster care placements. The research question and sub questions were
formulated based on the problem and purpose statements and were briefly discussed. Terms that
are important to the research were defined before the chapter summary. The chapter summary
restated the problem, purpose, relevance, and goals of the research.
Background
Historical Context
The history of child protective services (CPS) dated back to the mid-1870s in New York
State before it became organized as a governmental-sponsored agency (Myers, 2008). CPS was
followed by a second era (1875-1962) when nongovernmental child protection agencies were
organized (Myers, 2008). In 1962, the beginning of the third era of CPS began, which resulted in
the organization of governmental child protective services (Myers, 2008). Prior to the mid1870s, adult caregivers were criminally prosecuted if children were found to be the victims of
maltreatment (Myers, 2008), and some of the children were removed from their parents. The
founder of an animal cruelty organization executed paperwork needed to create the first
nongovernmental society that provided protection to abused and neglected children (Myers,
2008).
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Juvenile courts resurrected by the end of the 19th century and played a significant role in
working with nongovernmental societies, as they do today. With the birth of the Children’s
Bureau and the Social Security Act, designated funding was allocated to public welfare agencies
to assist them with the services they provided to children who were identified as maltreated,
homelessness, dependent, and likely to become delinquent (Myers, 2008; Thomas, 2012). As of
September 30, 2020, CPS has provided foster care services for over 400,000 children who have
been victims of substantiated reports of abuse, neglect, or dependency (Children’s Bureau,
2021). Although foster care placement was not considered an ideal living situation for children
and youth, leaving them in their abusive and neglectful homes most often results in continuous
re-traumatization (Font & Gershoff, 2020).
Social Context
When children were maltreated and their safety could not be preserved with
interventions, foster care was needed (Font et al., 2018). Foster care was meant to be safe haven
for children who have been endangered; however, youth reported they eloped from placement
because they felt unwanted, they were bullied by caregivers and other household members, and
they wanted to escape the physical, emotional, and sexual revictimization caused by their
caregivers (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Crosland et
al., 2018; Font & Gershoff, 2020; Jackson, 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Other times, youth eloped
because they desired to remain connected to their birth family, friends, and community (Crosland
et al., 2018). Eloping behaviors were problematic and placed children at an increased risk of
being exposed to additional trauma, similar to situations that caused the initial removal from
their caregiver, which have immediate and long-term effects on well-being (Chambers et al.,
2017, 2018). Youth were not the only ones affected by their elopement episodes. The foster
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caregiver and child’s social worker were impacted by the eloping behaviors because the
uncertainty of the youth’s whereabouts and safety created an emotional distress while the child
was missing.
Current research identified predicting factors of foster care eloping, which included
personal characteristics, environmental factors, and systematic influences (Attar-Schwartz, 2013;
Bowden et al., 2018; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Ching-Hsuan, 2012; Jedwab et al., 2019;
Milette-Winfree et al., 2017). To address the problem of youth elopement, functional
assessments and screening tools have been formulated to assess eloping history and risks of
future elopement (Bowden et al., 2018; Brooks Holliday et al., 2017; Wulczyn, 2020). This
research was targeted to an audience participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21
Program and foster care alumni who aged out of North Carolina’s foster care system. Selecting a
population of youth receiving extended foster care services and foster care alumni was unique to
the existing literature on foster care elopement and added to the existing literature.
Youth who participate in extended foster care services had unique needs that were
influenced by their previous eloping episodes. This research examined their stories and identified
resources that would be beneficial for the participants once they aged out of foster care. Foster
care alumni who eloped during foster care placement equated their short- and long-term
challenges to a successful transition to adulthood to placement instability (Batsche et al., 2014;
Cunningham & Diversi, 2013). Understanding how the alumni related their eloping behaviors to
their current level of well-being and functioning educated child welfare staff and community
stakeholders on what preventative measures and resources needed to be facilitated at the point of
foster care entry, during the life of the foster care placement, and determined what ongoing
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supports are needed for foster care alumni to reduce homelessness, incarceration, exacerbated
mental illness, unemployment, and medical inequities.
Theoretical Context
Bowlby’s (1980) attachment theory suggested that attachments are an integral part of
human development and human nature. The first attachment made was one between the child
and their parent, more specifically their mother (Bowlby, 1980). Children felt pain when they
were abandoned and abused by their parents (Bowlby, 1980). When a child’s needs were not
met, they developed a mistrusting relationship with the caregiver. Youth in foster care
experienced difficulties with trusting their adult caregiver and refrained from developing
attachment and bonds (Bowlby, 1980; Dworsky et al., 2013) out of fear of future abandonment.
The fear of attaching influenced the youth’s decision to elope from their placement (Crosland et
al., 2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015).
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory investigated how the interactions between
the developing person and the role of the environment shaped human development over the
lifespan (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; M. Crawford, 2018; Scott & Wolfe, 2015). The major
tenet of the theoretical context was human and environment influences can be experienced in
various ecosystems, whereas Bronfenbrenner (1979) described the ecological systems as nested
structures within each other like Russian dolls (M. Crawford, 2018; Scott & Wolfe, 2015). For
this research study, the act of elopement was assessed through the lens of the ecosystems
identified by Bronfenbrenner (1979). The relationship and interactions between the youth and
birth parents was identified as a microsystem. When youth were placed in a foster home, their
ability or inability to establish relationships with their caregiver were subconsciously influenced
by the relationships established or severed in the primary microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
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After placement, when there was a lack of birth family inclusion or shared parenting, the two
microsystems influenced each other and had a direct impact on the youth’s eloping behavior (M.
Crawford, 2018) because the youth wanted to return back to a place that felt familiar (Crosland
et al., 2018).
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs theorized that human needs should be attained in ascending
order (Maslow, 1968). Children’s physiological and security needs were inconsistently met or
not met at all when CPS reports were substantiated, and foster care placement was required
(Drake et al., 2021). When youth entered foster care, the perception of trusting adults to meet
their needs was deeply severed. For this reason, children isolated themselves within the foster
home or abandoned the placement altogether. Despite efforts from foster caregivers, the effects
of the parental maltreatment negatively influenced the youth’s ability to adjust and thrive in their
foster home (Chambers et al., 2018).
Situation to Self
I began working for the county government in 2013. In my first position, I was a school
social worker. I was assigned to staff two elementary schools and served as a resource for
students and families who accumulated office write-ups for truancy. It was not until the
beginning of November 2013 that my role quickly shifted from the truancy enforcer to what was
often described as “Santa’s helper” because I was responsible for completing referrals for
Thanksgiving sponsorships, the Salvation Army’s Angel Tree program, and the local Department
of Social Services’ (DSS) Share Your Christmas drive. In addition to making sure children
attended school, regularly, and received food and gifts during the holidays, I was also
responsible for working with students whose families had extensive CPS history. In this role, I
worked with mostly single mothers to identify the resources they needed to meet their basic
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needs of food, clothing, housing, transportation, childcare, and utility assistance. On occasion, a
parent would affirm being a victim of intimate partner violence and needed a referral to a shelter
or to make a police report.
During the 2013-2014 academic year, I received a panic call from a staff member
concerning a student who had been involved in a terrible burn accident. Shortly after, an
investigator arrived at the school, which eventually led to a substantiated case of physical abuse.
After transitioning to my current role, in 2016, as a foster home licensing social worker, I
participated in a meeting concerning the welfare of the same burn victim (student) who attended
the school I once serviced. The youth had returned to the state’s custody after a dissolved
adoption, eloped from multiple family foster care placements, and had received authorization
from the managed care organization to be leveled for a higher level of foster care services. I
could not imagine what all had transpired within the three-year timeframe, but that was my first
experience of hearing firsthand accounts of a youth eloping from their foster home placements.
Although I had been absent from the previous role of school social worker, I still felt connected
to the student because I was one of the first individuals to witness the trauma that had been
experienced.
In 2022, there are youth who continue to experience physical abuse, neglect, dependency,
and emotional maltreatment. I still serve as a foster home licensing social worker and help
identify replacement for youth who elope from their family foster care homes, therapeutic foster
care homes, group home, and psychiatric residential treatment facilities. At the agency, we call
the act of identifying foster care settings for youth and teens, “placements.” I have worked to
find placements for this vulnerable group of individuals for the past five and a half years. For the
past two years, my level of concern for runaway youth, often repeat offenders, has increased
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because I have witnessed the negative outcomes of absconding from the foster care setting (i.e.,
delinquency, juvenile justice involvement, and sexual exploitation). When runaway youth show
back up after an elopement episode, it is nearly impossible to identify a family foster care setting
to accept placement of the youth. Most families are hesitant, or say no, because they do not want
to risk any liability of the youth eloping from their home, they fear the youth’s troubles will
follow them to their foster home inciting retaliation from outsiders, and they require structure
within the foster family’s dynamic that conflicts with the youth’s lifestyle of leaving the foster
home at the youth’s discretion.
This research was grounded in my desire to learn directly from older youth and foster
care alumni about the reasons they chose to elope from their placement and how it has impacted
their overall well-being and daily living. As the gap in literature showed, too little research cites
the lived experiences from those who currently participate in foster care or from those identified
as foster care alumni. With this insight, the overall goals of the research study were to 1.)
develop programmatic policies and practices that would help identify risk factors for youth
elopement behaviors at foster care entry, 2.) support foster and adoptive parents with continuing
education opportunities to help them learn how to parent through challenging behaviors such as
elopement, 3.) identify resources to reduce prison entry and homelessness and 4.) increase
mental health treatment access, job sustainability, and medical equity for older youth
participating in extended foster care and foster care alumni.
This research study was important because it exposed the unique experiences of those
who have eloped from their foster care placement and the short- and long-term impacts of
elopement on their well-being. My assumption was each narrative shared through interviews
would be specific to the research participant. Each narrative would be subjective, yet factual
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based on how the participant perceived the situation. The research study was guided through the
constructivism framework; that is, in order to learn about the eloping phenomenon and its
influences, I needed to engage in direct contact with the participants, ask questions, and pursue a
desire to learn from their worldview. The current level of understanding of youth elopement
behaviors was not a sufficient repertoire of knowledge of the phenomenon.
Problem Statement
Elopement referred to the abandonment of a placement without the caregiver’s
knowledge or permission (Crosland & Dunlap, 2015), and is a prevalent behavior among youth
placed in foster care. Existing research estimated that 17% of youth placed in foster care would
elope from their foster home after initial foster care entry (Dworsky et al., 2018). Running away
during foster care was a significant predictor in foster care alumni experiencing homelessness
(Shah et al., 2017). Reasons for elopement were contributed to abuse and neglect in the current
foster home setting, the youth’s desire to attain normalcy with their family, friends, and
community-of-origin, and youth wanted to feel a sense of love and belonging (Ching-Hsuan,
2012; Crosland et al., 2018; Morewitz, 2016).
The problem is youth who elope from foster care placement settings are exposed to
revictimization like physical abuse, sexual exploitation, juvenile justice system entry, disease,
and death (Avery & Freundlich, 2009; Bender et al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland &
Dunlap, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Gypen et al., 2017; Havlicek et al., 2013; Hoikkala &
Kemppainen, 2015; Latzman et al., 2019; Pullmann et al., 2020). Elopement and placement
instability disrupted the connection youth have established within their social networks (Font et
al., 2018). Placement instability, resulting from elopement, caused decreased psychological and
social attainment (Chambers et al., 2018). Some youth who eloped from their placement engaged
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in illegal activities to meet their basic needs (i.e., stealing, exchanging sex for money; Pullmann
et al., 2020). These negative exposures not only impacted youth currently in foster care but it
transferred into the livelihoods of foster care alumni resulting in incarceration, homelessness, and
ongoing, untreated mental illnesses (Anctil et al., 2007; B. Crawford et al., 2018; Crosland &
Dunlap, 2015; Flores et al., 2018; Greeno et al., 2019; Guest et al., 2008; Havlicek, 2011; Ryan,
2012; Sarri et al., 2016): the focus of this research study.
The sample population included in this research study were youth participating in the
North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care alumni who were previously in
the custody of a North Carolina DSS. A plethora of existing research summarized the risks and
predicting factors that contributed to the eloping phenomenon; however, the gap in literature
indicates there are limited research studies that explored the perspectives of youth who eloped
from the first-person narrative. Furthermore, qualitative research focusing on youth participating
in extended foster care such as North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program or foster care
alumni was practically nonexistent. This phenomenological research study was intended to
capture the lived experiences directly from the participants who decided to elope from their
foster care setting and attempted to understand how their former decisions have created shortand long-term effects on their total well-being and daily functioning.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand how elopement from
foster care settings impacts the overall well-being of older youth in foster care and foster care
alumni in North Carolina. At this stage in the research, elopement was defined as leaving a foster
care setting without the caregiver’s knowledge or permission. The theories guiding this study
were Bowlby’s (1980) attachment theory, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1999) ecological systems
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theory, and Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs. The attachment theory focused on the
importance of young children establishing healthy bonds with their parents and appropriate
attachments with trusted caregivers (Crosland et al., 2018). Furthermore, children who are
abused, neglected, and abandoned by their parents were at increased risks of developing
unhealthy attachments (Bowlby, 1980) especially with parental figures during foster care
placement. These unhealthy relationships were predictive factors to elopement episodes and
affected the foster care alumni’s interpersonal relationships established during adulthood (Avery
& Freundlich, 2009; Bender et al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
Dworsky et al., 2013; Havlicek et al., 2013) and their ability to remain connected to their natural
supports and social networks (Font et al., 2018).
The absence of healthy relationships was assessed through the microsystem lens that
created a negative, domino effect in the remaining four ecosystems identified by Bronfenbrenner
(1979). The microsystem identified as the foster care placement setting was where youth were
placed when allegations of maltreatment were substantiated (B. Crawford et al., 2018; Drake et
al., 2021; Hindt & Leon, 2021). The ecological systems theory expanded on how each system
was influenced by elopement behaviors and how the individual was transformed by their
environment. Children have needs. When these needs went unmet by the caretaker, the child
started to mistrust their caregiver (Children’s Alliance, 2017). Self-actualization was not
achieved when youth were faced with placement instability during their childhood.
Significance of the Study
The number of children in North Carolina’s foster care system grew 10,543 to 11,223
from 2018 and 2019, respectively (Children’s Bureau, 2022). During the 2019 fiscal year,
children exited the foster care system through adoption (27.4%), guardianship (21.1%),
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reunification (45.5%), other (4.5%), and missing data (1.5%); in addition, 23.4% of children ages
12 and younger, at the time of foster care entry, exited foster care through emancipation and
76.6% of children older than 12, at the time of foster care entry, exited foster care through
emancipation (Children’s Bureau, 2022). The unique, lived experiences of youth in foster care
and foster care alumni related to other studies and Bowlby’s attachment theory because the
participants all experienced forms of maltreatment that shaped their sense identity and their
inability to secure healthy attachments to adult caregivers (Avery & Freundlich, 2009; Bender et
al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Havlicek et
al., 2013). The insecurities and instability reinforced during each eloping episode transferred into
unstable interpersonal relationships after the participant transitioned out of foster care
(Daughtery, 2012; Stott, 2012). Responses affirmed that youth in foster care eloped because they
desired a sense of normalcy and wanted to remain connected to birth family relationships
(Crosland et al., 2018; Morewitz, 2016). Qualitative research enabled the researcher to accept the
multiple truths about eloping from foster care placements that were told by the participants
(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013).
From a practical point of view, the current research exposed the reasons why the
participants eloped from their placement. The current research also suggested how foster care
placement could have been preserved. The information gathered from the participants was
beneficial to child welfare agencies because it 1) provided a glimpse of what youth are
experiencing locally in North Carolina and how foster care alumni have adapted to the effects of
eloping, 2) provided an opportunity for child welfare agencies to implement resources for older
youth still participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program that will minimize the
barriers of optimizing their well-being, and 3) reaffirmed the child welfare agency’s role as an
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informal support to the youth in care (Batsche et al., 2014; Cunningham & Diversi, 2013; Curry
& Abrams, 2015). The relationship between youth in care and their social worker was sometimes
the only healthy relationship the youth established before aging out of foster care. The research
study reminded professionals that social work practice was more than a job; it was a lifesaver for
some of the participants. The outcome of the research study allowed community stakeholders to
understand the importance of ensuring accessible, equitable, and attainable medical treatment,
mental health care, housing, and educational opportunities, for youth as they age out of foster
care (Brown & Wilderson, 2010).
The research study was significant for foster, adoptive, and birth parents because they
heard how their role as a caregiver was integral to normalizing the foster care experience and
how partnering with each other minimized placement disruption and elopement (Affronti et al.,
2015; Bowden et al., 2018; Couture et al., 2021; Crosland et al., 2020; Guest et al., 2008; Kelly,
2020). Each parent was reminded that the youth should be kept as the focus of permanency plan.
This research study was used to facilitate discussions on how child welfare agencies could
improve the foster care entry experience for youth, which included successfully identifying
foster families with similar strengths and needs as the youth. Allowing the youth to have a voice
in placement was integral in reducing the risk of elopement episodes (Coy, 2009). Unfortunately,
youth are seldomly asked where they want to live when they are placed in foster care (Ponciano,
2013). The research conducted by Coy (2009) affirmed that participants valued being heard as it
was a precursor to preserving the foster care placement.
Research Questions
Foster care was intended to be a temporary safe haven for youth who had experienced
maltreatment in the form of abuse, neglect, or dependency. Studies showed that foster care
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negatively impacted youth’s lives by compromising their psychological and physical safety, not
finalizing permanency before the youth reached the age of majority and transitioned out of foster
care, and by the frequency of child placement disruptions (Font & Gershoff, 2020). The purpose
of the research was to determine how elopement behavior during foster care placement affected
the participants’ overall well-being. To do so, the following central question was derived.
Central Question
The central research question asked, “How do youth in care and foster care alumni
describe their elopement experiences while living in foster care?” According to Rostill-Brookes
et al. (2011) and Daughtery (2012), some youth in foster care described feeling unwanted in their
foster home placements. The purpose of this central research question was to have participants
speak their truth about their lived experiences in foster care.
Sub Question 1
Existing literature suggested that youth eloped from their foster care placement for two
broad reasons (Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland et al., 2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017;
Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015): to run towards something or to run away from something. The
first sub question asked the following: “What contributing factors influence(d) youth’s and foster
care alumni’s decision to elope from the foster care placement setting?” This sub question was
designed to determine whether similarities and differences exist between the participants’ decision
making (what led to them eloping) from those that were identified in previous studies.
Sub Question 2
The second sub question asked participants the following: “What factors could have
increased placement stability?” This sub question gave the participants an opportunity to assign
the responsibility of placement preservation on themselves, the foster caregiver, the child welfare
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system, or a combination of all parties. The suggestions below should be considered as it relates
to the role each individual has to ensure placement stability for youth placed in care. A child’s
voice was the most important voice when seeking permanency (Coy, 2009). Some foster
caregivers felt youth needed additional services that were unfavorable to the social worker. The
placement disrupted when the social worker and foster caregiver did not agree on the services
that needed to be implemented for the youth; therefore, the youth interpreted the move as feeling
unwanted by their caregivers (Rostill-Brookes et al., 2011). Social workers should keep the
youth informed about placement changes and the permanency plan (Taylor et al., 2014). Often,
youth blamed social services for pushing a wedge between them and their birth family; this
placed a strain on the relationship and attachments youth attempted to create with the foster
caregivers or staff at residential treatment settings (Skoog et al., 2015).
Sub Question 3
The act of eloping from the foster care placement could be an isolated event. For some
repeat offenders, eloping from placement was to escape dangerous situations occurring in the
family foster home or congregate care placement (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Bowden et al., 2018;
Crosland et al., 2018; Dworsky et al., 2018; Jackson, 2015). The third sub question asked was:
“How, if any, did eloping and placement instability impact foster youth’s and foster care
alumni’s overall well-being and daily functioning?” The short- and long-term effects disclosed
by the participants generated ideas about what ongoing resources are needed to minimize further
discourse in their daily lives. This sub question generated a discussion of how elopement can be
assessed across the five ecosystems identified by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1999; see also Scott &
Wolfe, 2015).
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Definitions
The important definitions of this research study included:
1. Absent Without Official Leave – The act of missing from where someone should be
(Connell et al., 2006)
2. Aging Out – A term used to describe youth emancipated from the foster care system
without achieving permanency (Salazar et al., 2018)
3. Child Protective Services – A government agency responsible for investigating
allegations of abuse and neglect (Sattler & Font, 2018).
4. Child Welfare – A system of care who is responsible for responding to as well as
protecting the needs of children who have been abused and neglected (Ryan, 2012).
5. Congregate Care – Placement in a group home or residential setting (Ryan, 2012)
6. Elopement – The act of leaving the home setting without the caregivers’ permission
(Crosland & Dunlap, 2015).
7. Foster Care – A safe respite for children who have been confirmed as victims of
substantiated acts of maltreatment by their adult caretaker, often identified as the parent
(Font & Gershoff, 2020).
8. Foster Care Alumni – Individuals who have aged out of foster care (Chambers et al.,
2018).
9. Kinship Care – The placement of a child in a relative’s care by a child welfare agency
(Jackson et al., 2011).
Summary
Child Protective Services (CPS) has played a vital role in preserving a child’s safety,
well-being, and permanency since the mid-1870s (Myers, 2008). CPS stepped in to save children
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and youth during their most vulnerable times when they were exposed to abusive parenting
styles, neglect, and parental abandonment. When youth were unable to return home, out-of-home
placement was needed. The problem was that youth eloped from their foster care placements at
alarming rates exposing them to the possibility of being hurt and endangered (Avery &
Freundlich, 2009; Bender et al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
Dworsky et al., 2013; Gypen et al., 2017; Havlicek et al., 2013; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015;
Latzman et al., 2019). Elopement behaviors were dangerous and impacted the youth, their foster
caregivers, the social workers, and the community-at-large. The purpose of this research study
was to understand how elopement episodes impaired well-being and daily functioning during and
after foster care placement. The research study provided theoretical context of explaining
elopement behaviors by expounding on Bowlby’s (1980) attachment theory, Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979, 1999) ecological systems theory, and Maslow’s (1980) hierarchy of needs.
The existing literature and theoretical framework that guided this study was discussed in
chapter two and research procedures were described in chapter three. This research study aimed
to expand the current literature and gaps in literature by targeting a specific population of youth
participating in extended foster care services in North Carolina, to determine how eloping
impacted their well-being and daily functioning while remaining in foster care. Foster care
alumni who transitioned from North Carolina’s foster care system were included in this study.
The research proposed to understand any ongoing, residual effects from previous eloping
episodes that were experienced by the foster care alumni. The research findings, described in
chapter four, addressed the gaps in the existing literature by expounding on the negative
outcomes each participant experienced and how it influenced their attachment with others and
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
Infants, adolescents, and teens are placed in foster care at various chronological ages and
developmental stages of life. Hereafter, infants, adolescents, and teens was referred to as youth.
Most youth entered foster care as a result of substantiated reports of abuse, neglect, dependency,
or emotional maltreatment (B. Crawford et al., 2018; Drake et al., 2021; Hindt & Leon, 2021;
Morewitz, 2016) not because of their disruptive behaviors (Rogers, 2011). Foster care
placements such as family foster, kinship placements, group homes, residential treatment centers,
and psychiatric institutions were types of placement settings that accommodated fostered youths’
housing needs once they entered foster care (Drake et al., 2021). While reunification, with the
birth parent(s), was the primary goal, some youth exited foster care through adoption,
guardianship, and emancipation while others lived with fictive kin or remained in long-term
foster care placement (Children’s Bureau, 2021; Connell et al., 2006).
The Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System (AFCARS) of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services estimated that 407,493 youth were in foster care as of
September 30, 2020, reflecting the fiscal year (FY) 2020 (Children’s Bureau, 2021). Of that,
216,838 youth entered foster care for their initial placement during the FY 2020 (Children’s
Bureau, 2021). During out-of-home placement, a common behavior that was observed by child
welfare professionals was placement elopement. Five hundred and twenty-eight youth exited
foster care labeled as a runaway youth as of September 30, 2020 (Children’s Bureau, 2021). This
study was designed to understand these experiences and the level of impact elopement had on
well-being and daily living during and after foster care placement for youth in foster care and
foster care alumni, respectively (Aspers & Corte, 2019).
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Qualitative research is subjective (Slevitch, 2011), and this study was conducted as a
qualitative research method. The study reflected the lived experiences of the research
participants (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). The truth of the eloping phenomenon was only
validated based on what the individual perceived had happened (Slevitch, 2011). The idea that
there were multiple truths to the phenomenon being studied was accepted (Erlingsson &
Brysiewicz, 2013). Qualitative research allowed the researcher to study and interpret ideas and
experiences in the participant’s natural setting, from the participant’s point of view (Alase, 2017;
Creswell & Poth, 2018; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Naderifar et al.,
2017). The feedback and interpretation given were predicated on research participant’s
interpretations (Slevitch, 2011). This study was conducted as a phenomenological research
design. In part, “a phenomenological study describes the common meaning for several
individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell & Poth, 2018,
p. 75).
Lived experiences were captured through interviews (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013).
The primary hypothesis was two or more elopement episodes lead to placement instability such
as homelessness within the first two years of aging out of foster care. The secondary hypothesis
was elopement behaviors during foster care placement led to increased re-traumatization. This
chapter provided a synopsis of existing literature that addressed the etiology of elopement from
foster care placements, the prevalence of elopement from foster care placement, and the risk
factors associated with elopement. While there is lacking research on the emotional risk factors
associated with youth elopement, emotional risks affected an individual’s sense of belonging
(Skoog et al., 2015). This study sought to understand and address the gaps in literature that
pertained to youth’s and foster care alumni’s perception of how frequent movement during foster
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care impacted their well-being and daily functioning during foster care placement and after
transitioning out of foster care (Chambers et al., 2018).
This chapter provided an examination of the three theoretical frameworks that guided the
study, which included the attachment theory, the ecological systems theory, and the hierarchy of
needs. It was followed by an overview of the existing research that was imperative to
understanding the foster care elopement phenomenon. Within the related literature, general
themes were developed to help integrate the various facets of the foster care elopement. The
reasons why youth eloped, predicting factors of elopement, the impacts to well-being after foster
care, identity development, protector factors linked to placement stability, and successful
transitions from foster care were expounded upon.
Theoretical Framework
There are four philosophical assumptions that guide the undertaking of conducting
qualitative research. This includes ontological, epistemological, axiological, and methodological
assumptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study took on the ontological assumption because
different realities and interpretations offered by the participants were acknowledged, validated,
and accepted during this study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The report findings were based on the
narratives shared by the participants. For example, this study asked participants to recount their
experiences of eloping while placed in foster care. Although participants shared commonalities
due to their age, gender, ethnicity/race, or the number of times they eloped from a placement,
each narrative highlighted the uniqueness of the participants’ foster care journey and their
understanding of the impact eloping had on their lives during foster care and after aging out of
foster care. Although themes were generated from the information that was gathered, there were
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multiple ways the phenomenon was experienced. External values and biases were minimized;
and the focus was on how the participants viewed their experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
The interpretive framework was influenced by the philosophical assumption (Alase,
2017; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interpretive frameworks “may be paradigms, or beliefs that the
researcher brings to the process of research, or they may be theories or theoretical orientations
that guide the practice of research” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 22). Social constructivism guided
this research study design. Through the social constructivism framework, the meanings
associated with lived experiences were described and understood subjectively by each research
participant (Knapp, 2018). A major component to qualitative research was seeking opportunities
to understand the various interpretations of the shared phenomenon (Aspers & Corte, 2019;
Creswell & Poth, 2018; Naderifar et al., 2017). In this study, the research participants were asked
to describe their experience in foster care, more specifically, their experience with eloping from
their foster care placement, to address the factors that could have preserved their foster care
placement, and explain how, if any, elopement behaviors and placement instability impacted
their overall well-being, functioning, and daily living activities. Interview questions were
designed to be open-ended to allow the participants to share their narrative and the meaning they
had assigned to the shared phenomenon.
Researchers acknowledge how their background shapes their interpretations and how
their interpretations are influenced by their personal, cultural, and historical experiences
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 24). Providing placement coordination services for youth who elope
from the foster care settings influenced the current understanding of foster care and how youth
interpreted their foster care experience. There were limits to relying on this existing working
knowledge of foster care as a system and the perceptions of how foster care elopement impacted
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well-being. It was imperative that the participants’ insights and how they experience(d) foster
care were considered because it served as an instrument to improve and inform the future service
delivery of child welfare staff (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Naderifar et al., 2017).
The current research stated that the underlying causes of elopement from foster care
placement could be categorized into two themes. Children either eloped to run towards
something or children eloped from placement to run away from something (Crosland et al., 2018,
2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015). When assessing these two
themes, youth had the desire of feeling loved and a sense of belonging within a family setting
(McGarvey et al., 2010; Morewitz, 2016). Often, youth eloped to return back to a familial
setting. Despite returning to the toxic environments that led to the initial child removal, the need
for feeling affirmed, loved, and sense of belonging took priority, and became the motivation for
placement elopement (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Bowden et al., 2018; Crosland et al., 2018).
The three theoretical implications associated with this research study were Bowlby’s (1980)
attachment theory, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1999) ecological systems theory, and Maslow’s
(1968) hierarchy of needs.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Attachments are an integral part of human development (Bowlby, 1980). Youth want to
be attached and connected to people who affirm them, respect them, and who are able to provide
them with tangible things (Crosland et al., 2018). They also want to remain connected to their
natural settings that include their family and friends (Crosland et al., 2018). The desire to remain
connected to those familiar attachments influenced running behaviors of youth in foster care
(Crosland et al., 2018). Bowlby’s (1980) work was the first to recognize the importance of young
children establishing an attachment to parental figures. Attachment theory has evolved since its
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inception; however, Bowlby’s work transformed how parent-child relationships are interpreted
and helped explain dysfunctional behaviors that manifest throughout the lifespan. Adapting to
new surroundings proved to be difficult. Youth were described as vulnerable, and they
experienced pressure in having to form relationships with people they did not know (Skoog et
al., 2015). Despite many attempts, some youth experienced difficulties attaching to adult figures.
Some youth requiring foster care services have repeatedly experienced their caregivers’
misuse of power. Sometimes children entered foster care due to their parent’s drug and alcohol
addictions. Trying to maintain relationships with parents with addictions was complicated
(Skoog et al., 2015). The misuse of power, leading to abuse or neglect, resulted in youth
becoming emotionally detached, numb, and youth found themselves developing mistrusting
relationships with their foster caregivers and peers, which influenced their eloping behaviors
(Chambers et al., 2018). Elopement behaviors caused youth to miss opportunities to develop
relationships, and attachments with their foster caregivers (Dworsky et al., 2013). Youth who
hoped to return to their family of origin, relative placement, or be adopted decreased their
elopement episodes from the current placement (Kim et al., 2015). Other youth dismissed
opportunities to form healthy attachments with their foster caregivers due to prior abuse histories
(Dworsky et al., 2013). Parents often make children feel guilty for being in care and establishing
relationships with the foster caregivers. As a result, children felt torn about maintaining or
discontinuing communication with their parents (Skoog et al., 2015).
Attachment forming was also dependent on the characteristics of the foster care
placement (i.e., congregate care settings) and influenced by placement instability (Chambers et
al., 2018; Ching-Hsuan, 2012; Dworsky et al., 2018; McIntosh et al., 2010). Youth wanted their
foster parents to care about them and make them feel a part of the foster family (Skoog et al.,
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2015). Placement in congregate care setting increased the odds for youth to run versus children
who were placed in family foster care settings or kinship placement (Dworsky et al., 2018).
Counties who executed the use of congregate care settings found that youth’s running behaviors
increased (Wulczyn, 2020). Running, in this capacity, helped to keep the youth integrated into
normal living situations and bonded to what felt familiar. Nearly 50% of the participants
interviewed in a study conducted by Attar-Schwartz (2013) reported that they attempted to elope
from their foster care placement at least once after their initial placement. McIntosh et al. (2010)
found that adolescents, ages 15-16, residing in a residential setting, have higher odds of eloping
as opposed to children younger than 13 and older than 19.
Youth in foster care ran from their placement to escape the negative interactions with
other peers and staff from the congregate care facilities (Crosland et al., 2018). Chambers et al.
(2018) interviewed foster care alumni who described their foster care experiences with constant
moves, a loss of relationships, difficulties completing high school, and feeling unwanted in their
placements. The constant movement impaired their ability to form healthy attachments with their
caregivers, siblings who may have been placed in another foster home, and peers in the school
setting (Chambers et al., 2018; Crosland et al., 2020).
The lack of healthy relationships with adult caregivers and placement instability was a
direct correlation between youth’s involvement with the judiciary system. Adolescents who ran
from their placement were almost three times more likely to experience a placement disruption
than adolescents who did not elope from their foster care placement (Sarri et al., 2016). Forty
percent of the research participants included in a study conducted by Sarri et al. (2016) stated
that they were in contact with the judicial system after transitioning from foster care, within a
five-year period. Males also had more involvement with the justice system when they eloped
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from their foster care placement. Furthermore, males were two and a half more times likely than
females to be involved with the justice system (Sarri et al., 2016). Statistics that were reported
stated 55.1% of child welfare youth with juvenile justice history transitioned to the adult justice
system (Sarri et al., 2016). Twenty-four and a half percent of child welfare youth without
juvenile justice history transitioned to the adult justice system within one year after the youth
aged out of foster care (Sarri et al., 2016).
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
Ecological approaches to understanding runaway behaviors conveyed that external
stimulus in the youth’s environment contributed to the youth’s running episodes (Attar-Schwartz,
2013). These environments were described as ecosystem levels such as microsystems,
mesosystems, exosystems, macrosystems, and chronosystems (Scott & Wolfe, 2015) and
elopement behaviors were assessed through each ecosystem level. For this current research
study, the microsystems (or the innermost level of the ecological systems theory) were described
as the youth’s family of origin and the foster care placement (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The
microsystem described as the family of origin was typically where the youth resided with their
parents or legal guardians. It was the most influential microsystem that shaped human
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The microsystem identified as the foster care placement is
where youth resided once a report of abuse, neglect, dependency, or emotional maltreatment was
substantiated (B. Crawford et al., 2018; Drake et al., 2021; Font & Gershoff, 2020; Hindt &
Leon, 2021; Morewitz, 2016). Examples of foster care placements included non-relative foster
families, kinship placements, congregate care placements, and psychiatric institutions (Drake et
al., 2021).
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Bronfenbrenner created a framework suggesting human development is dependent on the
interactions that occur between the individual and the individual’s environments
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; M. Crawford, 2018; Scott & Wolfe, 2015). Many of the outcomes
resulting from interactions between the youth in foster care and their environments were
negatively experienced. When youth lacked support and attachment to key parental figures, in
the microsystem (family of origin), it shaped how they viewed themselves and how they felt the
world viewed them (M. Crawford, 2018). With immediate removals from the biological family,
an instant identity of “foster child” was placed upon the youth. Although the label “foster child”
gave a negative connation, many individuals associated it as a part of their identity (Daughtery,
2012). The transfer of negative feelings was externalized into unhealthy relationships outside of
the youth’s natural environment (M. Crawford, 2018). Furthermore, Daughtery (2012)
discovered that African American women hid their true identities behind the “foster child” mask
and did not reveal how they truly felt, which led to mental health challenges.
The second level of the ecological environment was described as the mesosystem, which
was regarded as the interconnectedness between the single microsystems (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). In the existing research, youth elopement was minimized by the birth family and foster
placement microsystems when they worked in an alliance (Affronti et al., 2015; Crosland et al.,
2020). When foster caregivers supported birth-family connections, it helped stabilize the
placement (Skoog et al., 2015). This act of shared parenting helped reduce the youth’s fears
about foster care placement and it discouraged birth parent from condoning their child’s eloping
behaviors (Guest et al., 2008). Bronfenbrenner (1979) concluded that child abilities matured
through a culmination of initial teachings and what was reinforced by various influences.
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Existing research also showed how youth elopement was influenced through the
exosystems environment. The exosystems claimed that youth development would be impacted
by events occurring in settings when the youth was not present (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For
example, studies showed the youth sought opportunities to elope from their foster care
placements and engaged in activities with the friends to maintain the relationships that were
created prior to foster care entry (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Crosland et al., 2018; Hoikkala &
Kemppainen, 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). The pleasure-seeking behavior was regarded favorably
instead of preserving the foster care placement.
The phenomenon of youth eloping was influenced immensely by the child welfare system
that encapsulates foster care placement. The decision to move a child often did not involve the
child’s input (Ponciano, 2013). Youth expressed wanting to feel included in the decision-making
process of placement disruption because their lives were entangled between their birth families
and foster families (Bowden et al., 2018; Crosland et al., 2020). When youth felt they were being
kept in the dark about their permanency plan and how long they would have to remain in the
current placement setting, it influenced the likelihood of them eloping from the placement
(Bowden et al., 2018). Interventions that minimized running behaviors included the facilitation
of increased supervised family visits between the youth and their birth parent if the youth was
constantly eloping back home (Crosland et al., 2020). If visits were not conducive to maintaining
the youth’s safety and well-being, efforts should have been made to increase alternate forms of
communication between the youth and their family (Crosland et al., 2020).
Through a cultural lens, youth eloped from their placements to return to what felt normal
(Crosland et al., 2018). An example of this occurred when youth were placed in transracial
placements and their diet, involvement in cultural-specific events, native language, and religious
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practices were not maintained. The chronosystem was the last ecological approach in
Bronfenbrenner’s theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As foster care alumni recalled their
experiences in foster care, they attributed their eloping behaviors to existing impaired daily
functioning, distressed interrelationships, re-traumatization, bouts of homelessness, and justice
system involvement (Bender et al., 2015; B. Crawford et al., 2018; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
Curry & Abrams, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Flores et al., 2018; Havlicek, 2011; Latzman et al.,
2019; Morewitz, 2016; Sarri et al., 2016). The current research study attempted to explore
firsthand accounts of short- and long-term impacts of elopement with current participants of
North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care alumni who received foster care
services in North Carolina after their third birthday.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
CPS began removing children from their homes beginning as early as the mid-1870s
(Myers, 2008). The need for foster care placement was intended to establish safe havens for
children who had become victims of child abuse, neglect, or abandoned by their parents or
primary caretakers (Drake et al., 2021; Myers, 2008). Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs was
based on the theory that human needs must be attained in an ascending order of importance;
however, the physiological, psychological, safety, and emotional needs of abused, neglected, and
abandoned children go unmet. Youth in foster care share the same needs as children who are not
in foster care. Despite the foster caregiver’s attempts to provide consistent physical resources,
structure, safety, and emotional support, youth still found it difficult to adjust to their new foster
care placements (Chambers et al., 2018). When youth experienced difficulties with placement,
they eloped. The motivations of eloping were only one class of determinants of the actual
behavior, itself (Maslow, 2019).
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Various aspects of the hierarchy of needs visual aid was related to the existing research
that pertained to foster care placement and youth elopement behaviors. Stable housing
constituted meeting a person’s physiological need. Placement instability was acknowledged by
foster care alumni as a normal part of the foster care experience and transferred into their adult
life (Chambers et al., 2018). Placement instability and lack of housing resources increased the
odds of foster care alumni becoming homeless once they aged out of foster care (Perez & Romo,
2011). The need to feel safe and secure was identified as the second order of human need
(Maslow, 1968). Research concluded that youth eloped from their placements when they did not
feel safe (Chambers et al., 2018). Youth eloped from environments where they experienced
chaos, bullying, and negative interactions with other foster family members or youth living in
congregate care settings (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Crosland et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2014).
Thirdly, research supported the idea that youth eloped from their placement due to their
desire to remain connected to their family and friends (Crosland et al., 2018). Remaining
connected to natural supports affirmed Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy need of ‘love and belonging.’
The notion behind Bowlby’s (1980) attachment theory and Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of needs
concluded that youth returned to people, places, and spaces where they felt affirmed, loved, and
felt a sense of belonging (Crosland et al., 2018). McGarvey et al. (2010) showed when children,
whose need for love and belonging, were dismissed, they were predisposed to engaging in
delinquent activities that could lead to incarceration.
Related Literature
While reasonable efforts were made by child welfare agencies to preserve a child’s
placement in their natural setting, child welfare agencies, under the supervision of local courts
removed children from their homes to protect them from further abuse, neglect, or dependency
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(Courtney, 2009). Elopement from foster care placements occurred when youth intentionally
abandoned a placement setting without the foster caregiver’s knowledge or permission (Crosland
& Dunlap, 2015). Eloping was a way to cope with feelings of anger, frustration and hopelessness
of the past trauma experienced (Hyde & Kammerer, 2009). Child welfare agencies defined
eloping as the youth leaving the foster care setting without the caregiver’s knowledge or
permission and the youth must be away from the foster home setting for at least one night
(Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Jackson, 2015). Youth described eloping as a much-needed break, an
escape, or surviving a bad situation (Jackson, 2015). Dworsky et al. (2018) estimated that 17% of
youth eloped from their placement at least once after their initial placement Youth were likely to
run from their current placement because they had already experienced a placement disruption at
the time of removal from their home (Courtney & Zinn, 2009).
Elopement was one type of placement disruption experienced by youth in foster care. It
has been characterized by foster care alumni as physical and emotional events (Chambers et al.,
2017). The physical moves described the actual labor of moving from one place to another;
whereas emotional moves described the psychological impact the move had on the youth, from
one place to another (Chambers et al., 2017). According to Hyde and Kammerer (2009), there
were two broad types of placements: family foster care and congregate care placement settings.
The longer in care, the more placement moves, some of which included elopement.
Reasons Why Youth Elope from Foster Care Placement
Youth typically ran towards something or to get away from something (Biehal & Wade,
2000; Crosland et al., 2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015).
Youth who eloped to return to family and friends were at less risk than those who just run away
(Biehal & Wade, 2000). Running from placement could be influenced by peers, drug use, the
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search for other siblings, boredom, and for pleasure-seeking purposes (Bowden & Lambie, 2015;
Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Birth parent factors associated with
placement elopement and instability included parental substance abuse, death of the birth mother,
and the parent’s criminal history (Rock et al., 2015). The desires to remain connected to natural
settings, ascertain normalcy, and pursue enjoyable activities were other factors that precipitated
elopement behaviors (Crosland et al., 2018; Rock et al., 2015). Maintaining existing, romantic
relationships were important for females placed in care, which impacted their decision to run
from placement (Bowden et al., 2018) and youth wanted to remain connected to people who
affirmed them, respected them, and who were able to provide them with tangible things
(Crosland et al., 2018; Morewitz, 2016).
Other reasons why youth eloped from placement included feelings of distress from being
separated from their family or origin, a dislike of the rules and boundaries set by the foster
caregivers and to escape the abuse from caregivers (Biehal & Wade, 2000). Youth who entered
foster care due to trafficking allegations were likely to elope from their foster home placement
(Pullmann et al., 2020). Some youth explained that eloping resulted from feeling unwanted in the
foster care placement (Daughtery, 2012; Rostill-Brookes et al., 2011). Youth placed in foster
care who did not feel safe in their placements ran away (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Crosland et al.,
2018; Jackson, 2015) in an attempt to escape the violence. At times, eloping behaviors were
triggered by youth feeling their voice didn’t matter resulting in the youth becoming de-invested
in the placement (Ponciano, 2013).
Placement type also increased the risk of placement disruption (Courtney & Zinn, 2009).
Some youths did not like congregant care settings and disrupted placement quickly (Eritsyan &
Kolpakova, 2017). Placement in congregate care settings increased the odds for youth to run
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versus children who were placed in family foster care settings or kinship placement (Bowden et
al., 2018; Dworsky et al., 2018). Often, youth experienced bullying in group home settings and
eloped behaviors to escape the hostile environment (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Taylor et al.,
2014). The bullying was perpetrated by the other children in the placement setting as well as the
staff members (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Unorganized leadership and the
avoidance of abuse within a residential setting caused youth to run away from their current
placements (Jackson, 2015).
Eloping behaviors have immediate and long-term effects that manipulate the emotional,
physical, and psychological well-being of the youth currently in foster care and foster care
alumni (Chambers et al., 2017, 2018). While youth sought opportunities to reconnect with birth
family connections and friends, the majority of youth were affected by the reexperiencing of
traumatic events such as physical abuse, sexual exploitation (human trafficking), and
homelessness (Biehal & Wade, 2000; Latzman et al., 2019; Morewitz, 2016). With little
interventions in place to reduce foster care elopement, these behaviors transferred into placement
instability for foster care alumni who had transitioned into adulthood (Havlicek, 2011).
Characteristics and Predictors That Attribute to Placement Elopement
Existing research showed that there are varying personal and environmental
characteristics that attributes to elopement behaviors after initial placement into foster care.
Personal Characteristics
McIntosh et al. (2010) reported that it is possible to predict running behaviors incidences
based on individual characteristics. These characteristics included older youth and females
(Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Bowden et al., 2018;
Ching-Hsuan, 2012; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Eisengart et al., 2008; Jedwab et al., 2019; Milette-
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Winfree et al., 2017), youth with substance use and abuse issues, and youth with conflicting
interpersonal relationships (Brooks Holliday et al., 2017; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Crosland &
Dunlap, 2015; Eisengart et al., 2008; McIntosh et al., 2010). Youth ages 13 and up, at the time of
foster care entry, as opposed to children who enter foster care younger than age 13, were likely
to run more often from their foster care placement (Brooks Holliday et al., 2017; Courtney &
Zinn, 2009; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2018; Fasulo et al., 2002; Latzman et al.,
2019; McIntosh et al., 2010; Milette-Winfree et al., 2017; Rock et al., 2015). Few of the older
youth who enter care during older adolescence remained in foster care until they age out
(Courtney, 2009). Instead of being reunited with their birth family as part of their permanency
plan, older youth either transferred to a juvenile justice center, eloped from placement, or
became emancipated (Courtney, 2009).
Connell et al. (2006) investigated whether there were child and case characteristics that
were related to successful exits from foster care or characteristics that influenced running
behaviors or an absence without official leave (AWOL) from foster care placement (i.e.,
unplanned exits from foster care). Their research concluded that youth who experience more than
two placement disruptions increased their likelihood of exiting foster care by going AWOL
(Connell et al., 2006). Crosland et al. (2020) examined the etiology of youth elopement
behaviors. Elopement behavior was associated with increased placement disruptions, alcohol and
other drug exposure, delinquent behaviors, poor school adjustment and performances (Crosland
et al., 2020). They discovered that youth placed in foster care were twice as likely to run from a
placement setting than youth who are not associated with foster care (Crosland et al., 2020).
Another demographic factor that increases the likelihood of eloping from care was the
individual’s racial and ethnic identification. African American and Hispanic youth are at higher
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odds of running away from placement settings than White youth (Biehal & Wade, 2000; Bowden
& Lambie, 2015; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Dworsky et al., 2018; Wulczyn, 2020). African
American youth eloped, more often, while in care, despite more white youth being in care
(Ching-Hsuan, 2012; Connell et al., 2006).
Other personal factors that predicted youth runaway behaviors included youth with
disabilities, a history of mental health, emotional irregularities, removal from a single-parent
home, specifically single mothers, and youth who are removed from their natural setting because
of behavioral problems (Ching-Hsuan, 2012; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Guest et al., 2008).
Elopement occurred 1.35 times more for youth with any disruptive behavior diagnosis as
opposed to youth without a disruptive behavior diagnosis (Milette-Winfree et al., 2017). Youth
with previous suicidal ideations were likely to elope more than those who have not had suicidal
ideations (Bowden et al., 2018). Prior running history was described as a personal characteristic
of elopement behaviors (Connell et al., 2006; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Guest et al., 2008). If the
youth had running history prior to foster care entry, their elopement behavior was likely to
continue after initial placement (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Fasulo et al., 2002; Latzman et al.,
2019). Parent-child relationships and adolescent behavioral and emotional problems were two
factors that predicted eloping from foster care placement like residential treatment centers (Guest
et al., 2008). Occasionally, parental encouragement factored into a youth’s decision to abandon
their placement (Guest et al., 2008).
Couture et al. (2021) considered three youth runaway profiles to describe youth who
eloped from residential settings. The first profile was the parent-involvement runaway youth
profile. When youth return from their runaway episode, they were accompanied by their parents
(Couture et al., 2021). There were fewer episodes of running away associated with the parent-
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involvement runaway youth profile and youth eloped for shorter amounts of time (Couture et al.,
2021). The second profile was known as the independent runaway youth profile. These youth
eloped but returned on their own (Couture et al., 2021). Lastly, there was the police-involvement
runaway youth profile. These youth had the longest runaway duration and were more likely to
report sexual abuse history (Couture et al., 2021).
Environmental Characteristics
Aside from personal characteristics, environmental characteristics helped explain the
patterns of youth eloping from substitute care (Biehal & Wade, 2000). Unlocked facilities were a
little more than seven times greater than locked facilities to be associated with placement
elopement (Milette-Winfree et al., 2017). Staff dysfunction and their inability to control
problematic behavior was also identified as an environmental characteristic that contributed to
placement elopement (Eisengart et al., 2008). The reenactment of abusive/toxic relationships
between the youth and their caregivers was proposed to have caused the youth to want to
abandon the placement (Guest et al., 2008). Furthermore, youth could perceive that their
caregivers did not know how to handle difficult situations, which precipitated an elopement
episode (Hyde & Kammerer, 2009). With an insufficient resource pool of foster caregivers,
foster youth with complex trauma histories would have longer lasting elopement episodes
(Pullmann et al., 2020).
How Elopement Affects Well-Being After Foster Care
When young adults age out of foster care, they became responsible for meeting their
basic needs (Batsche et al., 2014). Placement instability created a barrier in achieving this goal
because many young adults were not developmentally prepared to take on this responsibility
(Batsche et al., 2014). The age of majority to exit the foster care system is 18; however, with the
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implementation of the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008,
youth in foster care are eligible for extended federal support until the age of 21 (Courtney et al.,
2012). Despite the passage of Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of
2008, many states do not extend foster care services for individuals past their 18 th birthday;
therefore, foster care alumni found themselves vulnerable as they transitioned from adolescence
to adulthood (Cunningham & Diversi, 2013). Research showed that youth who eloped from their
foster care placement were ill-prepared to care for themselves and were faced with economic
hardships instantly, and had to figure where they would find food, adequate shelter, where to
wash their clothes, and to be safe (Bender et al., 2015; Chambers et al., 2018; Courtney et al.,
2012; Cunningham & Diversi, 2013; Greeno et al., 2019; Havlicek et al., 2013; Kelly, 2020).
The instability of placement during foster care prohibited the establishment of healthy
relationships with current caregivers, which transferred into adult living and was a predictor of
unhealthy interpersonal relationships, poor academic performance, unemployment, increased revictimization, substance abuse, unplanned pregnancies, and untreated medical illnesses (Avery &
Freundlich, 2009; Bender et al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
Dworsky et al., 2013; Havlicek et al., 2013). Other negative outcomes experienced by foster care
alumni included human trafficking, exposure to sexually transmitted infections, rape, delinquent
behaviors, and self-harming behaviors (M. Crawford, 2018; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015;
Latzman et al., 2019).
Criminal Justice Involvement
Youth who frequently eloped from their placements and demonstrated disruptive and
delinquent behaviors, before aging out of foster care, risked becoming involved with the judicial
system after transitioning out of foster care (B. Crawford et al., 2018; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015;
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Flores et al., 2018; Havlicek, 2011; Ryan, 2012; Sarri et al., 2016). One study found that 42% of
males, ages 23-24, who are former foster youth, made a new contact with the criminal justice
system (Havlicek, 2011). Youth who aged out of care experienced higher rates of imprisonment
than those youth whose permanency plans of reunification, adoption, or guardianship were met
(Font et al., 2021). If youth did not continue to receive the support after exiting foster care as
they did during their foster care stay, the risk of criminal justice involvement increased. Running
away from placement was associated with higher rates of prison entry as opposed to other exit
types (Font et al., 2021). Multiple placements increased the risk of juvenile justice involvement
(Goodkind et al., 2013). During eloping episodes, the opportunity to create nurturing
relationships with adult caregiver reduced. The longer the youth was on the run increased the
incidence rate of the youth being exposed to hazardous situations such as juvenile justice
involvement (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Courtney & Zinn, 2009; Sarri et al., 2016). With limited,
healthy relationships with adult caregivers, it increased the risk of incarceration once youth age
out of foster care (Font et al., 2021). To reduce criminal justice involvement and maximize wellbeing, the continuity of care needed to continue after youth exited foster care.
Mental Health
The age when youth enter foster care, gender, their experience of maltreatment while in
care, and the number of placement disruptions were highly correlated with mental health
outcomes for foster care alumni (Villegas & Pecora, 2012). Running from placement can
exacerbated existing psychological and physical conditions that triggered posttraumatic stress
symptoms (PTSS) from previous abuse histories and made youth even more vulnerable (Guest et
al., 2008). Frequent elopement disrupted existing medical and mental health treatment (Guest et
al., 2008). Anctil et al. (2007) found that increased frequency of unstable foster care placements
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increased the likelihood of the foster care alumni being diagnosed with mental health illnesses in
adulthood. In addition to placement stability, youth who did not prepare for their transition out of
foster care experienced a greater risk of developing a psychiatric diagnosis (Villegas & Pecora,
2012) such as depression (White et al., 2009).
Moreover, foster care alumni experienced the inability of identifying and securing mental
health treatment resources after aging out of foster care (Villegas & Pecora, 2012). The fear of
the unknown worried youth who were exiting from foster care (Cunningham & Diversi, 2013).
Revictimization, exacerbated mental illness, and substance abuse were all highly prevalent
among foster care alumni who transitioned out of foster care as opposed to young adults in the
general population (Gypen et al., 2017). In a study conducted by Jackson et al. (2011), foster
care alumni were 1.64 times more likely to develop posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) if they
were revictimized during foster care than alumni who were not revictimized during their foster
care experience. Because many foster care alumni lose their health insurance eligibility when
they reach the age of majority of foster care (Villegas & Pecora, 2012), mental health illnesses
such as PTSD went untreated.
Homelessness
Youth transitioning from foster care experienced barriers identifying suitable housing
once on their own. Instability in foster care placement resulted in an increase sense of instability
for the individual transitioning into adulthood (Havlicek, 2011). Once a young adult transitioned
from the congregant care setting to independent living, they may lack the living skills needed to
thrive in the real world (Havlicek, 2011). Elopement behaviors, while placed in foster care,
transferred to unstable placement and living arrangements once youth aged out of foster care
(Greeno et al., 2019; Havlicek, 2011). One of the most difficult challenges for foster care alumni

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT

54

was identifying housing after foster care exit (Perez & Romo, 2011). Not all runaway youth from
foster care became street-involved or homeless (Magnuson et al., 2017); however, it was
estimated that 28% of youth would experience homelessness within the first 12 months of foster
care exit (Shah et al., 2017). Street-involved youth were individuals who had no permanent
residence and was often living on the street, homeless, doubled-up with other people, or those
who eloped, frequently, from their placement setting (Magnuson et al., 2017). Youth with foster
care history lived in homeless/temporary shelters (47.1%) or with friends, family, foster parents,
or in a facility (52.9%; Bender et al., 2015). Couch-surfacing was one alternative emancipated
youth explored so they did not have to stay at a homeless shelter, in a vehicle, or on the street.
Couch-surfing is a term used to describe a youth staying at various homes (family and friends),
more specifically, sleeping on the homeowners’ couches. Couch-surfing was not a permanent
living situation (Curry & Abrams, 2015).
Youth became vulnerable to homelessness if they aged out of care, eloped from their
foster care placement, or become emancipated before permanency was reached (Bender et al.,
2015; Curry & Abrams, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013). Risks of homelessness was linked to other
adverse outcomes for youth who transition from foster care without obtaining permanency like
revictimization and incarceration (Bender et al., 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Prince et al., 2019).
Youth with foster care history reported being maltreated more often, their periods of
homelessness lasted longer than homeless youth without foster care history, and they
experienced street trauma while being homeless that included physical and sexual assault,
substance use, and robbery (Bender et al., 2015).
Factors that contributed to longer periods of homelessness included older aged youth,
physical neglect, and transient living (i.e., with family, friends, foster care) while being in foster
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care (Bender et al., 2015). Eleven to 37% of youth experienced homelessness, at least once, after
exiting foster care (Shah et al., 2017). Predictors of homelessness included youth who have
children, being African American, switching schools during their foster care tenure, and having a
history of housing instability or elopement behaviors prior to aging out of foster care (Shah et al.,
2017). Youth associated with these predicting factors were twice as likely to experience
homelessness in the year after aging out of foster care. In addition, foster care alumni who had
experienced multiple placement disruptions, dissolved adoptions, and involvement with juvenile
justice increased their likelihood of becoming homeless (Shah et al., 2017). Protective factors
that reduce incidence rates of homelessness, after foster care exiting, include fostered youth who
lived with a relative at any time they were placed in foster care, along with academic
achievement (Shah et al., 2017).
The Foster Youth to Independence initiative was enacted to provide housing assistance to
foster care alumni to minimize the incidence of homelessness after foster care exiting (Ray,
2021). Unfortunately, tracking homelessness was difficult because there were multiple
definitions used throughout the federal and state government organization (Ray, 2021). The
inability to accurately track homelessness after foster care exit controlled the resources that were
allocated to address the housing need. Youth who ran from their placement or reached the age of
majority before being adopted still needed transitional services, like housing, as they entered into
adulthood, but many of these transitional services were not available (Osgood et al., 2010). With
the lack of communication between the various agencies and programs, services targeted towards
vulnerable populations were not implemented (Osgood et al., 2010).
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Identity Development and Foster Care
Youth sought opportunities for identity exploration during their transition into adulthood.
This period of time was consumed by individuals developing new roles and responsibilities away
from their parents, establishing intimate relationships, and focusing on their own interests
(Berzin et al., 2014). With the emotional and financial help of parental figures, individuals often
described themselves as having a sense of purpose and identified with the world around them
(Berzin et al., 2014; Perez & Romo, 2011). Healthy, self-identity and purpose were not always
acquired by foster care alumni exiting foster care. Entering adulthood was a complex time for
youth with foster care history (Jones, 2012; Perez & Romo, 2011; Sulimani-Aidan, 2015). For
youth exposed to maltreatment prior to foster care placement, the process of identity
development was complexed and negatively shaped based on their unique experiences (Coy,
2009; Jones, 2012; Perez & Romo, 2011; Sattler & Font, 2018; Sulimani-Aidan, 2015).
While being in foster care, identity development was impacted by frequent moves.
Placement moves sometimes equated to youth losing memories of self because they had no
tangible things to remember from their younger years (i.e., pictures, mementos, and artifacts)
(Chambers et al., 2017). Elopement placed an impact on youth identity development and the
establishment of appropriate peer relationships (Daughtery, 2012; Stott, 2012). Research
participants found it difficult to identify with anything when they were moving so frequently
(Daughtery, 2012). Identifying with the world was impacted by frequent placement moves
(Daughtery, 2012). Youth in care and foster care alumni found it difficult when attachment
figures were emotionally unavailable or did not help them regulate the distressing memories
from events, they had experienced, which impacted the individual’s self-sufficiency and a
healthy perception of self (Berzin et al., 2014; Steenbakkers et al., 2016). A life compromised by
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abuse and neglect delayed the attainment of a healthy self-identity and caused the youth to
develop risky behaviors and coping skills (Berzin et al., 2014; Chambers et al., 2018; Stott,
2012).
Protective Factors Linked to Placement Preservation
Compared to the personal and environmental characteristics that were described as risk
factors to placement elopement, there were protective factors identified that decreased the
likelihood of eloping from foster care placement, which included youth who have hope they will
return to their birth families, will be adopted by their current placement caregivers, or placed
with kinship providers (Kim et al., 2015; Havlicek, 2011; Rock et al., 2015). Kinship care is the
placement of a child in a blood relative or fictive relative’s care under the advisement of the local
courts (Jackson et al., 2011). Some of the benefits to kinship placement was decreased placement
instability and the maintenance of cultural and birth family connections and relationships
(Fechter-Leggett & O’Brien, 2010). Furthermore, youth who were not placed with their kin but
placed in areas close to their family of origin experienced less placement instability (Havlicek,
2011). Youth were less likely to elope from placement when they were placed with a sibling or
placed in a two-parent foster home (Courtney & Zinn, 2009).
Caregivers who had specialized training to support adverse behaviors created a stable
environment for child placement (Bowden et al., 2018; Font et al., 2021; Havlicek, 2011). The
training and support foster caregivers received help sustain the nurturing relationships that were
created with the youth that were placed in their home (Anctil et al., 2007). Font et al. (2021)
explained that foster care placement was preserved when youth were provided with resources to
meet their basic needs and when the foster home setting was monitored throughout the time a
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child was placed with the foster caregivers or in the congregate care setting. Monitoring included
assessing and accessing mental health services for interventions (Bowden et al., 2018).
Family visits and shared parenting efforts between the birth parents and foster caregivers
helped minimize elopement behaviors, if the child continued to return to the birth family during
the elopement episode (Affronti et al., 2015; Bowden et al., 2018; Crosland et al., 2020). In
addition, it was deduced that child welfare agencies and foster caregivers should develop
alternative methods of communication with the birth family when in-person visits compromise
the child’s safety and well-being (Crosland et al., 2020). To maximize foster care placement,
research has shown that parental involvement at the beginning of placement helped to ease the
youth’s fears about out-of-home placement, developed partnership between the birth and foster
families, and decreased parents encouraging their child to elope from their placement (Guest et
al., 2008). Parental involvement with case planning was associated with fewer instances of
running away from foster home placement (Bowden et al., 2018; Couture et al., 2021) and youth
eloped for shorter periods of time.
Human services agencies who administered risk assessments to youth entering foster care
found that eloping behaviors were lower (Bowden et al., 2018; Wulczyn, 2020). Clear
communication with youth about their permanency plan reduced the likelihood of youth eloping
from the foster care placement (Bowden et al., 2018; Chambers et al., 2017; Crosland et al.,
2020; Skoog et al., 2015). If there was lacking communication, youth felt like objects when they
were not talked to before they moved (Chambers et al., 2017). A space should be provided for
children and youth to express their views in decision making and case planning (Coy, 2009; Kriz
& Roundtree-Swain, 2017). Youth needed someone to talk to about why they chose to run from
their placement. They should be respected, supported, treated like a member of the foster family,
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have activities to participate in that are age-appropriate, and be given some independence (Rock
et al., 2015; Skoog et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Another placement preservation
recommendation to reduce absconding behaviors was providing support services for staff to
address burnout and fatigue (Bowden et al., 2018).
Exiting Success Using Assessments, Interventions, and Supports
Private and public agencies should have written policies on how to assess for running
behaviors before youth enter foster care. The facilitation of functional assessments helped to
identify underlying causes of why youth run from their placements (Bowden et al., 2018; Brooks
Holliday et al., 2017; Clark et al., 2008; Wulczyn, 2020). In addition, staff roles and
responsibilities were clarified and partnerships roles, with external community members, were
detailed with clear expectations (Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015). Interventions like individual
and family counseling proved to be effective in slowing down the incidence rates of youth
running behaviors (Crosland & Dunlap, 2015). The long-term impact of mental health services
positively impacted the recovery from risk factors in adulthood (Anctil et al., 2007).
Instrumental, emotional, and informational supports were all forms of social supports that
helped youth successfully transition from foster care (Rock et al., 2015; Skoog et al., 2015;
Taylor et al., 2014). Social support is the ability to lend a hand to help others who are in need.
Social support was described in the form of tangible things or instrumental support such as goods
and services, emotional support like listening and being empathic, or informational support that
provide information to problem solve (Curry & Abrams, 2015). In a study by Rogers (2011),
foster care alumni admitted they needed the support from their social worker or caregiver after
transitioning out of foster care. The lack of social and emotional support was experienced like
another abandonment episode (Rogers, 2011).
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Formal supports from the systems level, like social services, helped to successfully
transition a youth from foster care when they had reached the age of majority (Batsche et al.,
2014; Cunningham & Diversi, 2013; Curry & Abrams, 2015). The relationship between a youth
in care and their social worker depended on how the youth felt they were regarded by the social
worker. If the social worker was inclusive and attentive to the youth’s feelings, the youth felt
connected to the social worker (Skoog et al., 2015). Foster care alumni successfully transitioned
into adulthood when they had secured healthy attachments with social workers and previous
caregivers (Prince et al., 2019). Youth seeking such supportive services or referrals for housing,
education, employment, mental health, and medical health from their social worker faced less
adversity than youth who ran away from foster care before reaching the age of majority (Brown
& Wilderson, 2010). Programs must be tailored specifically to the needs of the youth to be
beneficial (Brown & Wilderson, 2010).
Informal supports from the family level such as biological relatives, fictive kin
placements, friends, and foster caregivers needed to be assessed by child welfare placement
agencies as supportive networks for children who required out-of-home or substitute care, as
these supportive resources were positively associated with lower risk behaviors (Batsche et al.,
2014; Blakely et al., 2017; Cunningham & Diversi, 2013). Many foster care alumni successfully
exited out of foster care. The success rates were attributed to foster caregivers who incorporated
fostered youth into their existing families, were authentically available to the youth to hear their
concerns, maintained birth family and cultural connections, and supported the youth’s existing
interests prior to foster care placement (Affronti et al., 2015; Kelly, 2020; Leathers, 2006). Foster
care alumni who described their foster caregiver as helpful experienced higher levels of self-
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esteem (Anctil et al., 2007). Regular feedback loops helped establish positive relationships
between youth and their placement providers (Anctil et al., 2007).
Summary
When youth entered foster care, a key responsibility for child welfare professionals was
to identify suitable foster care placement to meet the needs of the youth (Moore et al., 2016).
While the task of identifying suitable care was the priority of the child welfare system,
elopement behavior, associated with youth in foster care, was a phenomenon explored by the
existing research. The Children’s Bureau (2021) reported that during the FY 2020, 4,831 youth
(1% of total in care) were described to be on an active runaway status from their foster care
placement. Elopement from foster care placements occurred when youth intentionally abandon a
placement setting without the foster caregiver’s knowledge or permission (Crosland & Dunlap,
2015; Jackson, 2015). Furthermore, eloping behaviors had immediate and long-term effects that
impaired the emotional, physical, and psychological well-being of youth currently placed in
foster care and individuals who have transitioned out of foster care.
The attachment theory helped to inform the research questions. If youth do not develop
healthy attachments with their birth parents, it will impact the youth’s ability to establish healthy
attachments with their foster caregivers. The youth’s place of birth or community and foster care
placement would be associated as the microsystems described in the ecological systems theory.
The interactions between the two systems often depended on the youth’s trauma exposure prior
to foster care entry, which exacerbated the youth’s eloping behaviors after foster care placement.
Some participants described their desire to remain connected to the birth families, which led to
their elopement episodes. All human needs must be met, in an ascending order, to reach selfactualization. When the basic human needs such as food, shelter, and security were not provided
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the birth parent or foster caregiver, participants experienced emotional distress. The participants
responded to this distress by eloping. The theoretical framework based on the hierarchy of needs
informed the research questions by affirming that trusted adults are needed to preserve foster
care placement.
Current research produced a significant amount of literature identifying risk factors
contributing to the prevalence of youth eloping from foster care placements. Themes associated
with elopement behaviors included power, relational problems, isolation, and environmental
issues (Taylor et al., 2014). Understanding these risk factors helped reduce incidence and
prevalence rates of eloping episodes. A better understanding of eloping behaviors, from the
viewpoints of fostered youth and foster care alumni, increased awareness of the correlation
between elopement behaviors and its impact on daily activities and overall functioning during
foster care placement and after foster care exiting. Foster care alumni who shared their
perspectives noted in previous research that their experiences with eloping and placement
instability impaired their ability to maintain employment, maintain healthy relationships, and
they experience homelessness (Bender et al., 2015; Curry & Abrams, 2015; Dworsky et al.,
2013).
After review of the literature, gaps have been identified. First, there was limited
qualitative research dedicated to understanding how older youth, 18-21, in foster care and foster
care alumni described their fostering care experiences and episodes of elopement while placed in
their foster care residence. As noted earlier, identity development (and lack thereof) was
influenced by unstable living situations (Daughtery, 2012) and youth forfeited learning
opportunities to form healthy peer relationships, they did not establish relationships with trusting
adult figures, and did not develop independent living skills necessary for adulthood after they
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have exited foster care (Bender et al., 2015; Crosland & Dunlap, 2015; Dworsky et al., 2013).
The reality is that youth did not stop living, learning, and growing once they exited foster care.
Consequently, additional research is needed to fill in the existing gaps of literature that has not
evaluated the short- and long-term effects of elopement behaviors of youth who exited from
foster care prematurely or reached the age of majority and no longer qualified for foster care
services.
The qualitative nature of this research provided a rich context to how eloping behaviors
impacted the well-being and daily living activities of fostered youth currently participating in
North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care alumni who received foster care
services in North Carolina before aging out of care (Naderifar et al., 2017). Nine participants
were selected to participate in one semi-structured interview to answer the one central research
question and three sub questions. The research design, setting, identification of participants,
procedures, and data analysis will be described in the following chapter. In addition, efforts to
establish trustworthiness and confidentiality are detailed.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
Foster care services were designed to be an out-of-home placement resource for children,
adolescents, and teens when substantiated allegations of child abuse, neglect, and dependency
affected child safety, well-being, and permanency. During placement, some youth elope. These
behaviors affected daily living and overall functioning. The current literature suggested that
youth eloped to return to familiar settings, or they ran away to avoid hostile living conditions
(Crosland et al., 2020; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015). While eloping from their placement,
youth were likely to be re-traumatized and engage in substance use, delinquent activities, and be
sexually exploited (Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015; Latzman et al., 2019).
With the utilization of interviews, this phenomenological research study anticipated
understanding the severity of impact of elopement behaviors on well-being and overall
functioning of youth who are participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and
from foster care alumni who transitioned out of North Carolina’s foster care system. The goal
was to apply the information gathered from the interviews to develop strategies for child welfare
agencies to minimize elopement episodes after foster care entry. This chapter provided an
overview of the hermeneutical phenomenology, ontological assumptions, and social
constructivism influences on the qualitative research methods used for this study. Additionally,
this chapter included a discussion on the procedures taken to select the setting and participants
for the study, the data collection and analysis process, and practices used to ensure all ethical
standards are upheld.
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Design
The design of the research study employed was qualitative, specifically a hermeneutical
phenomenology research design. Aspers and Corte (2019) suggested that qualitative research can
be defined as an iterative process of improving the scientific community as a result of getting
closer to the phenomenon that is being studied. Qualitative research provided a deep and rich
explanation of the phenomenon being studied (Naderifar et al., 2017) and it allowed for the
collection and analysis of data within the participant’s natural setting, from the participant’s
point of view. Qualitative research examined social and human problems within the context of
the participant’s interpretations of the phenomenon and how meaning was assigned to lived
experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The phenomenological research design reduced the lived
experiences and stories, of eloping from foster care placement, told by the foster care youth and
foster care alumni into general themes or commonalities. Furthermore, hermeneutical
phenomenology was an appropriate research design and was selected because it provided an
opportunity to analyze the participants’ interpretations and understanding of eloping from their
foster care placement to determine the severity of the phenomenon and its overall short- and
long-term impact on well-being and functioning through their participation in a structured
interview.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided in the interpretation the participants’ lived
experiences.
Central Question
How do youth in foster care and foster care alumni describe their elopement experiences
while living in foster care?
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Sub Question 1
What contributing factors influence(d) youth’s and foster care alumni’s decision to elope
from their foster care placement setting?
Sub Question 2
What factors could have increased placement stability?
Sub Question 3
How, if any, did eloping and placement instability impact foster youth’s and foster care
alumni’s overall well-being and daily functioning?
Setting
Due to the existing COVID-19 health pandemic and the need to minimize COVID-related
exposures, interviews were facilitated using the Microsoft Teams virtual platform. The
participants were instructed to identify a private location at their residence to conduct the
interviews. The purpose of locating a private area in their residence was to minimize the
likelihood of breaching confidentiality. Participants who had reliable Wi-Fi access were able to
join the virtual platform from their current residences. Anticipating the possibility of unstable
Wi-Fi, the following two back-up measures were used to ensure the interviews are captured
without delay: 1) a cellphone was used to call-in into the Teams platform, so the participants
could hear, without a disruption, if the Teams virtual platform froze and 2) a video recording
device such as a camcorder, iPad, or cellphone was used to record the interviews. This strategy
was used for post-viewing and listening. Participants were encouraged to call-in as well (placing
the cellphones on mute) during the interview as a back-up in the event the virtual platform was
disrupted unexpectedly. Placing the phones on mute would reduce any feedback from the
interview. For participants who identified themselves as having no or limited Wi-Fi access, a
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private computer station at the participant’s local library was encouraged to be rented to reduce
distractions and maximize confidentiality while the interview was being conducted.
Participants
The purposive sampling suggested that the researcher use their discretion of variables to
recruit participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Typically, in phenomenological studies, a
heterogeneous group of three to five or 10 to 15 participants are selected (Creswell & Poth,
2018). The heterogenous group identified in this study have eloped during foster care placement.
A recruitment email was sent to each Department of Social Services director representing the 99
North Carolina counties explaining the nature of the research study. Additionally, the assistant
directors who supervise the child and family division (only) of the same 99 North Carolina
counties were copied on the email generated to the department directors. To avoid any conflict or
boundary issue, the researcher’s employer was not contacted to assist with participant screening.
In the body of the recruitment email, the eligibility criteria, for research participation, was
outlined including the following: the participant must be at least 18 years old participating in
NC’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program or a North Carolina foster care alumnus who is at least 18
years old, entry to foster care and adjudication occurred after the participant’s third birthday, and
the participant’s child welfare case file confirmed that elopement happened after the initial point
of foster care entry. The research study consisted of nine individuals representing African
American/Black, Caucasian, Hispanic, and Indigenous American populations.
Procedures
Prior to beginning the research, the North Carolina DSS directors and assistant directors
(child and family divisions only) were emailed a permission to recruit letter (See Appendix A)
that explained the nature of the research study. The permission letter to recruit was accompanied
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by the recruitment letter (See Appendix B), copy of the institutional review board approval letter
(See Appendix C) to conduct the research and the informed consent (See Appendix D) that was
reviewed and given to each research participant. After the departmental approvals were obtained,
contact with the agency’s designee to discuss the research study followed.
The directors and assistant directors (or other child welfare designee) were asked to
screen for participant eligibility based on the research criteria. It was anticipated that some
participants identified to participate in the research would be selected through the method of
snowball sampling. That is, existing research participants would recruit other acquaintances to
participant in the study also referred to as a convenience sample (Naderifar et al., 2017). The
contents of the recruitment email were forwarded via a group messaging app, to a group of
licensed clinical therapists, known to the researcher, asking their assistance with screening foster
care alumni, from their caseloads, who were placed in foster care in North Carolina and who
would be interested in participating in the research study.
The child welfare designee and licensed clinical therapists were asked to provide a list of
names and contact information for eligible participants; however, due to the Health Insurance
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) guidelines and the DSS policy, sharing of
participant names and contact information was prohibited. Therefore, the child welfare designee
and licensed clinical therapist were asked to provide each eligible participant with the
researcher’s direct contact and instruct the participant to contact the researcher to discuss the
research.
Once eligible participants were identified by child welfare staff or a licensed clinical
therapist, each interested participant contacted the researcher to discuss their participation in the
study. The phone script (See Appendix E) was read with each participant and the informed
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consent was reviewed with each individual. The purpose of the research study, research
components, and details about the interview facilitated via Microsoft Teams were discussed. The
requirement for mandate reporting was addressed with each interested participant prior to the
beginning of the research study. Participants were advised that confidentiality would be adhered
to for the duration of the research; however, there are exceptions when confidentiality would be
breached (American Counseling Association, 2014). Some exceptions included times when there
are disclosures suggesting harm to self or others, including child or elder abuse, or threats of
destruction to property. Participants were informed that local authorities and/or the participant’s
caseworker or therapist would be notified regarding such disclosures. In addition to mandate
reporting, participants were informed that their identities would be kept confidential with the use
of pseudonyms and all confidential paper-based data and recordings would be kept in a locked
file and on password-protected computer, respectively, only accessible by the researcher. All
data would be kept on file for three years. After that time, all information would be securely
destroyed.
The participant’s availability to participate in the research study, their accessibility to a
computer and reliable Wi-Fi at their residence or ability to rent a private computer station at a
local library, and commitment to complete a 60-90-minute interview (and follow-up if
necessary) was assessed. All clarifying questions about the research study were answered, and
the informed consent was signed by me and the participant. One copy of the informed consent
was given to each participant to retain for their records. A second copy of the signed informed
consent was retained in the research study’s file.
Qualtrics, a survey instrument, was used to collect the participant’s demographic
information (See Appendix F). Participants were asked to select from the following racial
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identities (Black/African American, White, Latin or Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Island,
Native/Alaskan American, or other), gender (female, male, transgender, non-binary, prefer not to
answer, other), age (18-21; 22-25; 26-29; 30-33; 34-37; 38-41; 42-45; 46 and older); reason for
foster care entry (abuse, neglect, dependency/abandonment), reason for exiting foster care
(reunification, adoption, guardianship with court-appointed caregiver, emancipation, runaway,
other), number of foster care placements (1-2; 3-5; 6-8; 9 or more), and the estimated number of
elopement episodes (1-2; 3-5; 6-8; 9 or more). The Qualtrics survey’s sole purpose was
information gathering that provided quantitative data related to the participant demographics.
Each participant completed one, semi-structured individual interview. The semistructured interview was facilitated in a 60-90-minute session. There were 14 questions asked
during the interview (See Appendix G). Although the interviews were facilitated via the
Microsoft Teams virtual platform, a secondary, video recording device like the cellphone and
iPad was used to record all of the interviews, as well as captured the participants’ nonverbal
feedback, in real-time. The recording feature assisted with transcribing the interviews, which was
completed by a professional transcribing service. After the transcriptions were completed, the
participants had an opportunity to review them for accuracy.
The Researcher’s Role
Upfront disclosure of the researcher acknowledging how their biases, assumptions, and
understanding of the experience guiding the way they conduct their research described
trustworthiness, more specifically, reflexivity (Creswell & Poth, 2018). If I had any history or
relationship to the phenomenon being studied, it was unlikely that I would remain objective
while collecting, analyzing, and reporting the data; therefore, it was important to openly discuss
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any experiences or relations to the phenomenon at the onset of the study, because it would affect
the results to the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
I am employed by the government with a working title of child welfare social worker.
There are three major roles and responsibilities assigned to the job. The first major role includes
facilitating a 30-hour preservice training, required by the state of North Carolina, to all
prospective adoptive and foster parents. The second major role and responsibility of the job is
providing case management services to all licensed foster and adoptive families assigned to the
caseload. Case management consists of scheduling routine home visits, providing foster families
with continuing education opportunities, asking foster families to assess their foster youth’s
strengths, needs, behavioral, educational, and medical observations, to discuss any bonding and
attachment between the youth and foster family, address maintaining of birth family connections,
to identify foster parent strengths and needs, and to assess for risk and safety. The third major
role and responsibility of this job is to coordinate foster care placement and respite for youth
entering foster care for the first time or identifying replacement for youth who have experienced
a placement disruption. The placement coordinator is on-call for seven consecutive days, 24
hours/day. In each role, time has been spent building relationships with foster and adoptive
families and developing partnerships with external providers who assist with placement
identification.
Biases and assumptions of why youth elope were informed by the work experiences
referenced above. To remain neutral in the data collection process, youth currently participating
in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program, where I am employed, were excluded from
the research study. To counter additional biases, the researcher journaled thoughts and emotions,
before each interview, that hindered being emotionally present during the participant interviews.
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If the biases were not acknowledged, it would interfere with how the participants’ feedback was
interpreted.
Data Collection
The data collection procedures used for this research included interviews. The subsection
described the data collection method in detail.
Interviews
Interviews, both individual and group format, are strategies used to collect information
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews were orchestrated for the purpose of the interviewer
learning about the eloping phenomenon through the interviewee’s lived experiences and
understanding of eloping episodes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Fostered youth and foster care
alumni were interviewed to gain an understanding of how elopement behaviors impact wellbeing during and after foster care placement. Interviewing participants was an appropriate
strategy to utilize because it was an interactive process between the interviewer and the
interviewee, the phenomenon of eloping, through the participants’ point of view, was analyzed,
participants’ meanings of impact pertaining to eloping were explored, and themes from the
various interpretations were formulated (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015).
To ensure the interview questions were appropriate for the research study, the interview
questions were reviewed by two child welfare professionals followed by a piloting of the
interview questions with one individual not affiliated with the research study. Together, these
professionals have over 25 years of direct experience working with youth in foster care. They
have engaged in various capacities of providing mental health and child welfare-specific services
to youth. Each child welfare professional was provided a list of the interview questions, the
central research question, and the sub questions, and was asked to provide feedback on the
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content, clarity, and relevance of each question to determine whether a participant’s feedback
would provide the answers needed to understand the participants’ experience of foster care
elopement and its impact on their well-being and daily functioning.
Each professional reviewed the questions independently of each other; however, the
collective feedback suggested that the questions were precise and would elicit the participant’s
narrative about experiencing foster care. One of the professionals also noted that there were no
questions that asked about culture and spirituality to determine whether each factor would affect
elopement behaviors. The professionals also shared that feedback generated from the interview
questions would assist social workers with understanding the importance of screening for eloping
behaviors when youth enter foster care, as well as help to identify resources that foster caregivers
may need to help mitigate elopement episodes during foster care placement. Feedback from child
welfare professionals on the interview protocol enhanced the interview questions’ reliability as a
research tool within the study (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Piloting the interview questions with an
individual who shares similar characteristics as the actual research participants permitted a
chance to simulate what could happen when interviewing the actual participant (CastilloMontoya, 2016).
Patton (2015) suggested there are six categories of questions that are asked during an
interview. They included behavior, opinion, feelings, knowledge, sensory data, and background
demographic questions (Patton, 2015). All of which should be asked in a respectful,
nonjudgement and with regards to the participant’s feeling, to avoid the participant becoming
guarded and closed during the interview. If one wanted to know what something means to an
individual, you have to, not only talk with the individual, but you have to listen to what they
have to say and hear their story (Patton, 2015).
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Interview questions one through three were open-ended, knowledge-based questions
designed to set the stage for rapport building, which matters (Patton, 2015). The questions were
framed in a non-threatening manner. Questions four and five were opinioned-based and elicited
the participant’s perspective of how they viewed foster care and why. Questions six through 13
were considered reflection/feeling questions. They required the participant to summarize their
experiences and feelings associated with foster care, elopement, and the impacts it had on their
lives. Reflection questions allowed the participant to exercise their vulnerability (Patton, 2015).
The final question was what Patton (2015) referred to as a one-shot question. It placed the
participant as expert over their lived experience. The participant was able to provide some
important instruction to consider once the interview had concluded. The central research
question was answered by interview questions seven, nine, and 14. The first sub question was
answered by interview question eight. The second sub question was answered by interview
question 10. The third sub question was answered by interview questions 11-13.
Interview Questions
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself that includes your interests, hobbies, likes, dislikes, etc.
2. Share with me the qualities of a person you most admire.
3. If you had one wish, what would it be?
4. What is the first word that comes to mind when you hear the term “foster care?”
5. Tell me why you selected that word.
6. If you can recall, help me to understand what life was like before foster care placement.
7. What is/was your experience with foster care?
8. What was going on at that time to influence your decision to elope?
9. What has been (was) your experience with eloping while placed in foster care?
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10. What could have preserved your foster care placement or created more opportunities for
placement stability?
11. For those who have transitioned out of foster care, please describe that transition of aging
out of foster care.
12. How has eloping and placement instability impacted your short-term well-being and daily
functioning?
13. How has eloping and placement instability impacted your long-term well-being and daily
functioning?
14. What is one final thought about foster care, elopement, and child well-being you think is
important for me to note?
Data Analysis
The purpose of the study was to understand the impacts of foster care elopement on the
overall well-being and daily functioning of youth participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care
18 to 21 Program and North Carolina foster care alumni. Analyzing the collected data would
result in developing themes based on shared experiences. Data analysis began by considering the
ethical ramifications of completing the research study, which included taking steps to protect
participants using pseudonyms. The data analysis followed, which was described as a data
analysis spiral (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Moustakas (1994) suggested to start the research by
organizing information that had been provided during the interviews and describe the
participants’ experience with the phenomenon being studied. Secondly, the transcripts were read
to get an understanding of what the participants experienced during foster care.
The interviews were transcribed using an external, professional transcribing service.
Initial notes, also referred as memoing, were taken on what was read in the transcripts. The

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT

76

initial reading of the transcripts gave some perspective on how the participants interpreted the
phenomenon. The essence of eloping and its impact on the participant’s well-being was
described and themes were identified from the transcripts through a process called coding.
Coding simplified the abundance of data into small categories of information (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Several broad codes were identified, but the task was to narrow the codes to 8-10 for data
interpretation (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Next, the data interpretation consisted of making sense of
the codes and meaning of all the data that had been collected. Lastly, an explanation of what the
participants experienced (textural description) and how the participants experienced the
phenomenon (structural description) was provided (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness in research is achieved when the data analysis process has been
completed with fidelity to validate the precision, conciseness, and attention to detail that has
been made to identify the research as credible (Nowell et al., 2017). Readers know the researcher
has completed an exhaustive process of data collection, analysis, and synthesis to which the
research findings are described as honest (Nowell et al., 2017). Trustworthiness included
credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability described below.
Credibility
The credibility in this research study was to have confidence in finding the truth
(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). To establish credibility, the research study reflected the
prolonged engagement with the participants, and the feedback provided by other child welfare
professionals (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). Participants were asked to review the findings
from the data collection for accuracy and authenticity (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). Member
checking occurred throughout the various stages of research. Participants were asked to review
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the transcripts after the interview to assure their quotes, interpretations, and descriptions were
being recorded as stated. Member checking increased reliability and credibility because it
allowed participants to voice how information was shared. Participants were also asked to review
the themes that were populated, for accuracy. Their feedback affirmed the research findings and
identified what information was missing (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Dependability and Confirmability
Peer scrutiny was a technique used by researchers when experts or other professionals
knowledgeable about a research topic were identified and the experts and professionals were
asked for their honest feedback of the research findings (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). Peer
scrutiny helped to establish dependability within the research study. A child welfare professional,
familiar with the elopement phenomenon being studied, was identified to provide an honest
review of the research findings. During the peer scrutiny, I had an opportunity to explain my
interpretations and results. Peer review maximized dependability of the study because reviewers
of the study had an opportunity to examine how the research could be applied and repeated in
other settings (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). Fostered teens and foster
care alumni reviewed the themes that had been populated, for accuracy. Their feedback affirmed
the research findings and identified what information was missing from the data (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Participants reviewing the transcripts and themes reduced the risk of the research
findings being shaped by researcher bias, which verified confirmability (Erlingsson &
Brysiewicz, 2013).
If a study can be duplicated under a controlled environment and similar variables, it can
be proven to be dependable (Creswell & Poth, 2018). A handwritten, step-by-step guide was
created by the researcher to follow. It outlined the steps needed to complete each task associated
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with the procedures and data analysis sections. In addition to the guide, a hand-written
spreadsheet was created to visualize the tasks that needed to be completed to finalize the data
collection. Once the tasks were completed, it was checked off on the spreadsheet. This served as
a tracking mechanism as well as a time management tool. Once the data collection phase
finalized, that data analysis spiral was followed as recorded by Creswell and Poth (2018). Others
could substantiate and duplicate the study’s findings by following the specific guidelines that
were taken to complete the study.
Transferability
Transferability applied to research meant that trusted results of one study could be
applied in a different setting (Kuper et al., 2008). The context of qualitative research could
impact its transferability, in addition, transferability of qualitative research could be enhanced by
the use theories (Kuper et al., 2008). Possible threats to transferability to this study included not
collecting and analyzing the data appropriately and not addressing the ethical issues (Kuper et
al., 2008). Those threats would be reduced by the researcher following the methodology as it was
presented to the institutional review board.
A rich description was provided to explain how youth in foster care and foster care
alumni perceive their lived experiences of eloping from foster care placement and its impact to
their daily functioning and overall well-being (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2013). Concrete
detailing was not limited to just describing the participants’ responses and the context given to
their cultural and social environments. Concrete detailing was used throughout the research study
to describe the setting, how participants were identified, and the data collection process. The
research provided a thorough description of steps taken to complete the methodology section.
The research findings were explained, with little to no ambiguous language. Moreover, the study
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is transferable, which means that the study could be duplicated in another setting (i.e., another
state) and with a different population (i.e., youth younger than 18).
With parental or legal guardian consent, the study could be applied to younger youth who
eloped from their foster care placement settings. Similar to this study, DSS administrators would
be asked to screen youth with eloping behaviors for participation in the study. For future
research, this study could be conducted as a longitudinal study to track youth, younger than 18,
who eloped from their placements over a multi-year timeframe to understand how elopement
behaviors impact short- and long-term well-being needs and daily functioning.
Ethical Considerations
Before research participants were identified, DSS administrators and licensed clinical
therapists were provided a copy of the approved informed consent and institutional review board
approval document so the legitimacy of the study could be verified. Within the informed consent,
ethical considerations were addressed (i.e., using pseudonyms to protect the participant’s
identity, safekeeping of handwritten and audio files, etc.). The gatekeepers, who were
responsible for initiating the first screening for research participants, were given an opportunity
to ask questions about the study, and follow-up answers were provided, as applicable.
When the participants reviewed the informed consent, they were notified that the
researcher was required, as a mandated reporter, to disclose any information that alleged child or
elder abuse or dependency, self-harm, and homicidal ideations. The participants signed their
names agreeing to the measures put in place to assure their identity remained anonymous to the
general public (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As an extra precaution to protect the confidential space,
participants were notified that their legal guardians (if still participating in North Carolina’s
Foster Care 18-21 Program) would not be asked to be shared during the interview. The
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participants were notified that after three years, all tangible and audio files from their research
participation would be destroyed.
All hardcopies of survey results, written notes from the interviews, and transcripts were
kept in a locked cabinet. All electronic media was stored on a password-protected computer
known by this researcher. Epoche, also known as bracketing, consisted of a conscious effort
being made to set aside biases, assumptions and understanding of the phenomenon being studied
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Bracketing, in conjunction with journaling preconceived assumptions,
assisted in understanding the experience from the participant’s perspective (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Processing the biases helped to explain how conducting and studying research can be
swayed by past experiences, as well as acknowledged how biases limit and manipulate data
collection and data analysis.
Summary
Qualitative research produced a rich narrative of the phenomenon experienced by the
research participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Naderifar et al., 2017). The hermeneutical
phenomenological approach was utilized in a way that the process and meaning of the
participants’ lived experienced were explained through my interpretations (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Interview questions were used to gain an understanding of how the youth in foster care
and foster care alumni described foster care, experienced eloping behaviors, perceived placement
preservation, and explained the impact of eloping behaviors on well-being. Additionally, this
chapter described the setting, participants, listed the research and interview questions, and
provided details on the data analysis procedures executed in the study. The ethical considerations
were adhered to by providing an informed consent for the participants to review and sign, before
participating in the study, using pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality, and keeping all data
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research findings, the participants, and themes that were identified through a coding method.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
Chapter four provided a summation of the findings from the research. The chapter was
broken down into two sections. The first section presented a detailed account of the research
participants that was gathered from the initial phone call, demographic survey, and interview.
The second section examined the participants’ lived experiences of eloping from foster care
placements using themes.
This research study intended to understand how elopement from foster care settings
impacts the overall well-being of older youth in foster care and foster care alumni in North
Carolina. Criminal justice involvement, homelessness, and re-traumatization are just a few
negative outcomes experienced by youth who elope from their foster care placement; therefore, it
was critical to study the foster care elopement epidemic. This research was compelling to the
child welfare profession because it informed work practices, relationship building between social
workers and youth in foster care, and the identification of resources that were consistently
needed at the time of transitioning out of foster care. The research also illuminated the
importance of child welfare professionals understanding the role and responsibility they have
with helping preserve foster care placements.
Participants
The participants who were selected for the study all met the following participant
eligibility: they were a North Carolina foster care alumnus who was at least 18 years old or a
young adult, at least 18 years old, currently participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to
21 Program. In addition to foster care participation, participants’ foster care entry and case
adjudication occurred after the participants’ third birthday, and foster care elopement occurred at
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least once after foster care entry. Pseudonyms were assigned to participants to adhere to all
confidentiality parameters throughout the research and collection of data. While it was intended
to recruit 14 participants for the study, the recruitment efforts were delayed by DSS gatekeepers
who shared this study was not a priority to DSS directors, to pass along the research information
for screening purposes. In part, Creswell and Poth (2018) stated that heterogeneous groups of
three to five or 10-15 is typical for phenomenological studies. To this end, there were nine
participants who met the participant criteria and consented to participate in the study. The tenth
participant who was identified to participate in the study was killed days before meeting to sign
the informed consent, which further highlights the difficult futures many youth in foster face.
Table 1 shows the demographic information for the participants captured by the Qualtrics survey.
Table 1
Demographic Data for Participants
Foster care
Reason for transition
Participant Racial identity Gender Age a

Entry

Exit

Benji

White

Female

19

Abuse

Guardianship

3–5

1–2

Rocki

White

Female

19

Neglect Guardianship

1–2

1–2

Angela

White

Female

20

Abuse

Runaway

3–5

1–2

Latin/Hispanic Female

26

Abuse

Guardianship

6–8

3–5

Other

8

8

Natalie

Placements Elopements b

Sandy

White

Female

18

Abuse

Allora

White

Female

18

Neglect Reunification

5

1

Black/African Female
American

18

Abuse

Runaway

5

2–3

YaYa
McKenzie
Yanni
a

White

Female

18

Abuse

Other

≥10

1

Latin/Hispanic

Male

19

Abuse

Other

3

4–5

Years. b Estimated.
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Benji
Benji is a 19-year-old White female who entered foster care, due to abuse, for the first
time, when she was 17-years old. Prior to foster care entry, Benji lived with her biological parent
who suffered from severe mental health illnesses; she was molested by an adult caregiver for five
years before entering foster care. Although Benji was only in foster care for 10 months, she was
placed in a group home the day she was removed from her home. Benji recalled sitting in the
DSS building, for several hours, before the group home was identified. The experience, itself,
was rough because the staff members immediately took her possessions and appeared to care less
that she was tired when she arrived at the group home at 1 a.m. At the group home, the closest
youth, in age, to Benji was 12 years old. Running from the group home was her only hope of
returning to a sense of normalcy. Benji reported that she exited foster care when her aunt became
her legal guardian.
Rocki
Rocki is a 19-year-old White female who entered foster care, due to neglect, when she
was 15 years old. Rocki was removed from her mother’s custody and later placed into a kinship
placement. Rocki felt the initial removal was based on lies, which precipitated her elopement
behavior from foster care. Rocki, who is now a college student, affirmed that her independent
spirit results from life prior to foster care entry and living with relatives. Entering into foster care
as an older youth was difficult for Rocki because she felt all professionals only considered the
needs and wants of younger children entering foster care. Feelings of abandonment were
experienced because most of her needs were overlooked when she came into care. Fortunately,
kinship placement was described as a good experience compared to the other foster care
placements she knew about. Rocki exited foster care after her aunt became her legal guardian.
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Angela
Angela identified herself as a 20-year-old White female. Angela was removed from her
mother when she was two-years old. An older relative adopted Angela when she was
approximately three years old. After the relative’s passing, Angela was taken in by another
relative who was abusive. She entered foster care when she was 12 years old. Angela recalled
being placed in several foster care placements where there were lots of children placed in each
foster home. Angela’s experience in foster care was not all bad. She was placed with an older
couple who she described as individuals that knew how to make someone feel like they were a
part of the family unit. She favored the daily, homecooked meals that were provided. When she
moved to another placement, she was physically abused by the foster parent.
Despite reporting the abuse to her then-social worker, Angela was asked to remain in the
foster home because it was explained that finding a replacement home would be difficult due to
Angela’s age. Angela ran. She returned a few days later, but the abuse happened again. This
time, Angela eloped for good at the age of 15 and never returned to traditional foster care.
During the three-year period that Angela was couch-surfing or temporarily staying with friends
and sleeping on their couches. She also traveled out-of-state with her friends during the threeyear elopement period. Angela admitted having fun during the elopement episodes, but
elopement was also a decision that she regretted because it impacted her short- and long-term
well-being and daily functioning. Angela returned to participate in North Carolina’s Foster Care
18-21 Program a few weeks before turning 18. She credited her participation and success in the
program to her current social worker, who supports her more than the social worker assigned to
her during her early teenage years.
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Natalie
Natalie, 26, identified as a Hispanic female. Life before foster care was experienced with
constant beatings and punishment. Natalie considered her homelife as a toxic living situation but
began to accept it as a normal way of living. She entered the foster care system after her third
birthday due to physical and sexual abuse. After foster care entry, Natalie experienced feelings of
anger, confusion, and the desire to please everyone. Before exiting foster care via guardianship
with a court-approved caretaker, Natalie was placed in six to eight various foster care settings
and ran away from her foster care placements approximately three to five times. Admittedly,
Natalie related the experiences of eloping as a teenager to the reasons why she prefers to selfisolate and avoid loud crowds and movement, as a woman in her twenties.
Sandy
Sandy, age 18, is a White female. Before entering foster care at age 14, Sandy had
experienced years of sexual abuse by a male relative, a miscarriage at the age of 11 and 12
because her body was underdeveloped, the abandonment of her mother, and the deaths of her
father, paternal uncle, and paternal grandmother within 10 days from each other. Sandy entered
care due to physical abuse and later transitioned to North Carolina’s Foster Care 18-21 Program.
During the time she was in traditional foster care (four years), Sandy eloped from her foster care
placements eight times. Sandy felt she had more say about her placements because she was older
at the time of foster care entry. Her initial elopement episodes stemmed from the household
members, where she was placed, wanting her to participate in doing drugs. Sandy did drugs prior
to foster care, but she did not want to engage in drug use after foster care placement. Other times,
Sandy eloped because she did not like group home settings. Eloping behaviors have impacted
Sandy since she has transitioned to North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program. Sandy was
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placed in eight different foster care placements before she turned 18. Since her 18 th birthday,
Sandy has moved in and out of 23 different houses. Many of the settings have been Sandy
doubling up at a friend’s home.
Allora
Allora, who identified as a White female, was placed in foster care when she was a
toddler, so she did not recall much about her life prior to foster care entry. She entered care due
to neglect and remained in foster care for years before aging out and reuniting with her biological
family. Allora is now 18. While in foster care, Allora was placed in five different foster home
settings. One of the most memorable placement disruptions that occurred was due to the foster
mom becoming pregnant and wanting Allora to be moved from the foster home so she could
prepare for her baby’s arrival. Allora carried around the feeling of hopelessness, as a result of
this experience, while she remained in foster care. The one elopement episode recorded was due
to her foster family’s biological son playing a trick on her and telling her that she would only
remain in the foster home temporarily. Abandoning the foster family through the elopement
episode was Allora’s way of “beating the family to the punch” of requesting a placement
disruption.
YaYa
YaYa is an 18-year-old African American female who entered foster care when she was
16. YaYa entered foster care due to abuse and neglect, although her caregiver had just recently
died. Like most youth, YaYa experienced a series of traumatic events before she came into care,
which included her mother’s death by suicide. There were multiple placements in foster and
group homes, five to be exact, and YaYa eloped from her placements due to re-traumatization in
the group home settings (physically assaulted by staff), not being allowed to have her phone, and
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running back to see ailing family members. YaYa thought she was being adopted right before
she turned 18 but was removed from her foster parent’s home without any explanation. As a
result, YaYa transitioned into North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program. Currently, YaYa
feels she has had more autonomy in her decision making while participating in the 18 to 21
Program. She voiced that had it not been for foster care, she would likely be dead or
incarcerated.
McKenzie
McKenzie, 18, is a White female who entered foster care due to abuse and aged out of
foster care when she turned 18. Although McKenzie admits to being placed in over 10 foster care
placements, she only recalled eloping once. McKenzie credited her elopement episode to not
having a relationship with her foster mom. She recalls not being fed, being kept isolated in the
foster home against her wishes, being told she would not see her mom again, and being told by
the foster mom, on numerous occasions, that she was only a foster parent for the money. While
on the run, life proved to be difficult. McKenzie lost her money and did not have food.
McKenzie ended up finding her way back to a family member’s home; but once located by her
social worker, she was returned back to foster care.
Yanni
Like many undocumented individuals, Yanni and his family left their homeland of Cuba
for the United States with the dream of escaping opposition in exchange for opportunities. After
their arrival to the United States, the abuse did not cease between his mother and stepfather,
which resulted in Yanni, and his younger siblings, being placed in foster care due to allegations
of physical abuse. Yanni is now 19 years old, and he has been separated from his mother,
brother, and sister for nine years. As a growing young male in foster care and new to the United
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States, Yanni felt trapped in his foster care placements, which consisted of family-like settings
and group homes. He wanted to explore his surroundings, and when he felt trapped in the group
home, he eloped. Yanni was placed in three different foster care placements and eloped more
than four times. Now that Yanni has transitioned from traditional foster care to North Carolina’s
Foster Care 18 to 21 Program, he viewed his opportunities of bettering himself to have increased.
During his interview, he articulated his gratefulness of being placed with his current foster
parents who understand his desires to become a United States citizen and explore the world
around him.
Results
The outcomes, from the lived experiences of the youth participating in North Carolina’s
Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and foster care alumni, who eloped during their time in traditional
foster care, were presented in the following two sections: Theme Development and Research
Question Responses. Themes were identified based on the experiences shared amongst each
participant. Theme Development reflected the steps that were taken to analyze each narrative and
identified the commonalities from each participant’s experience. The second section, Research
Question Responses, focused on the data captured from the participant interviews and its
correlation to the central research question and three sub questions.
Theme Development
The theme development began by following the data analysis spiral (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Moustakas, 1994), which included the following steps: participant data gathered during the
semi-structured interviews was organized, the transcripts were read (first reading) and initial
notes were taken, referred to as memoing, the participants’ lived experiences of eloping during
foster care placement was described, the transcripts were read again and broad themes were
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identified through a process called coding (Creswell & Poth, 2018), the broad codes that were
generated from the data interpretation were narrowed into concrete themes, and what the
participants experienced (textural description) and how they experienced foster care elopement
(structural description) was explained.
Organizing the participants’ data consisted of the researcher printing out each transcript
from the semi-structed interview in the order the interviews were completed. Feeling words,
cognitive-specific words, and behaviors identified within each transcript was color-coded with a
specific highlighter. Feelings that were described by each participant were highlighted with a
yellow highlighter in their respective transcript, participant thoughts were highlighted with a
pink highlighter in each respective transcript, and participant behaviors were highlighted with an
orange highlighter in each respective transcript. Tables 2–4 represent the feelings, thoughts, and
behaviors, respectively, that were extracted from each interview.
Table 2
Feelings Associated With Participants
Participant Empowered
Benji
Rocki

Unwanted Isolated
X

Fear/Scared Anger Depressed Abandoned

X

X

X

X

X

Angela
Natalie

X

X
X

Sandy

X

X

Allora

X

X

X
X

YaYa
McKenzie
Yanni

X
X

X
X

X
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Table 3
Thoughts Associated With Participants

Runaway
Need for to avoid
Participant freedom situations
Benji
Rocki

Running
behaviors Foster care
benefited
is like a
long-term
prison

X

Trusted
adult
increases
stability

X

X

X
X

Angela

X

X

Natalie

X

X

Sandy

X

Allora

X

YaYa

X

McKenzie

X

Yanni

Elopement Youth want
was a bad
to feel
decision
included

X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

Table 4
Behaviors Associated With Participants

Sneaking Hanging
out of
out with
Participant placement friends
Benji

Fight/argue
with
Learned to Eloped to Graduated
household
Got
cook, clean, see family
high
members pregnant do laundry and friends school
X

Rocki

X

Angela

X

X

Natalie

X

Sandy
Allora

X

X

X

X

X

X

YaYa

X

McKenzie

X

Yanni

X

X
X

X
X
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The researcher read through each transcript, word for word, and line by line, taking initial
notes of key phrases, ideas, and generalizations presented by the data. A summation of the
participants’ experiences was described, in shorthand, in the margins of each participant’s
transcripts. The researcher reread each transcript and repeated words, phrases, and experiences,
from each transcript, were underlined and considered as potential themes. The researcher
repeated this cycle of rereading the transcripts until broad codes of generated themes reduced to
eight themes. At this stage of the theme development, the researcher was unable to identify new
themes. The overview of themes is presented in Table 5.
Table 5
Themes and the Participants Associated With Them
Theme

Benji Rocki Angela Natalie Sandy Allora YaYa

Elopement from
toxic situations
Family connections
Freedom and
independence

X
X

Emotional issues
Inclusion and
placement stability

X

Negative outcomes

X

Reliable and trusted
adults

X

Trauma exposure
prior to foster care
entry

X

X

X

X

X

X

McKenzie Yanni
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Elopement From Toxic Situations
This theme illustrated the various reasons fostered youth and foster care alumni felt it was
necessary to elope from their foster care settings. Escaping further abuse and neglect were just a
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few similarities shared by the research participants. Angela was hit by her foster mother and
reported the assault to her social worker. While alternative placement was being identified,
Angela was physically assaulted, again, by her foster mother. Angela stated, “Well a week later,
the same incident occurred. And I was like, I’m gonna get the crap on out of here. And so, I ran
away, but I came back like, two days later and she found me a placement somewhere else.”
Angela was placed in another foster home where other fostered youth were residing. They were
engaging in drugs and tried placing the blame on Angela. When her social worker decided to
move Angela from the foster home to a group home, Angela was like, “Heck no, I’m not. And I
left, I ran away.” Angela, like many foster youth, eloped to escape from a situation where she did
not feel comfortable. While Angela experienced further abuse after foster care entry, McKenzie
remembered being neglected after she was placed in her first foster home. She said, in part,
“…the first foster home that I went to, I ran away from because the lady would not feed me like I
was supposed to eat. She would isolate me.” McKenzie felt the resource parent was only
fostering for the money.
During the interviews, it was apparent that fighting amongst household members was
another reason why Allora, Sandy, and Yanni eloped from their foster care placements. Allora
was on the run for two weeks, homeless, before she was found. She said she lived with a foster
family who had two biological children. “And the son would often play tricks on me and bully
me in all kinds of way. And finally, I had it to the point where I would just pack my things and
snuck out.” The words exchanged between Allora and the foster parents’ biological son hurt
Allora the most. The foster parents’ son would reiterate that Allora’s stay was temporary, so
running away was her way to abandon the home before she was abandoned. Sandy was placed in
a home where other youth her age engaged in drugs. Although Sandy smoked marijuana, the
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other youths wanted Sandy to engage in using other illicit drugs. When she refused, Sandy stated
it created a “fight between me and my friend,” which resulted in her running away from the
placement to another friend’s home. Yanni shared the same experience of fighting in the foster
home. He stated, “I have experience running away. I have experience, you know, getting into
fights with my foster brothers,” which attributed to his decision to elope from one of his foster
care settings.
Family Connections
Most, if not all the participants addressed the importance of remaining connected to their
birth families and friends despite being placed in foster care. For some participants, remaining
connected to their family and friends influenced their decision to elope. For example, when
YaYa first entered foster care, she felt she needed her cell phone to continue the contact with her
grandma who had recently been hospitalized. YaYa’s grandmother had been her primary
caregiver before her sickness. YaYa stated, “So basically the reason why I ran away from
both…most of, some of my foster home, because they didn’t wanna let me have a phone. I’m a
phone addiction person. I need a cell phone.” She continued her statement saying, “And then I
ran away for some other reasons because…I ran away because my grandma was sick and, I
would have actually stayed at the foster home, but my grandma was too sick and I ain’t gonna
stay there.”
Angela reconnected with her best friend while on the run and traveled to Florida with her
friend. She described her elopement experience as fun while she was with her friend. “Like, um,
I ran away, and I went to, I went and traveled around to many different places. Um, and like, you
know, that was fun. It was fun hanging out, you know, just doing whatever I pleased and
whatever I felt like doing.” In contrast, McKenzie initially remained in her foster home because
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she feared not being able to see her family again. McKenzie became visibly irritated when she
recalled her foster mom’s words. “She said if I didn’t do everything, she told me to do, she
would tell my social worker I wouldn’t be able to see my mom and my…so I ran away.”
McKenzie clarified later that she ran to see her mom and her family.
While remaining connected to birth family has been linked to being vital to healthy
development during a youth’s foster care placement, some youth shared that the separation from
their family had been difficult during their foster care placement. Yanni had been separated from
his mother and siblings for nearly 10 years. “Before foster care placement, life was hard,” said
Yanni. “It was hard, but at the same time, it was kinda fun cause I’m living with my family, you
know,” he continued. As a young adult, Yanni participates in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to
21 Program, where he resides with licensed foster parents. He communicates with his mother but
acknowledged her depression results from her being unable to see her children consistently over
the past few years. Rocki also participates in the 18 to 21 Program and misses her family while
she is away attending college. She stated that “they come and visit so it’s not that bad.”
Defining the importance of family connection was described differently by the
participants. Despite the emotional and sexual abuse Sandy experienced before coming into care,
she still acknowledged her father, paternal uncle, and paternal grandmother as integral parts of
her life. She said, “My dad was my life source. I didn’t know where it – what was gonna happen
if I got taken away. And I didn’t wanna go to my mom and I didn’t wanna be taken away from
my father ‘cause that’s all I’ve ever known was my father and my grandmother.” Sandy
concluded that despite living through difficult situations with her father, it was still a better living
situation than living with her mother and entering in foster care.
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Although previous research concluded that youth elope from their foster home
placements to return to their families, YaYa shared that her love for her family was a reason why
she returned to her foster home placements after an elopement episode. She said, “The reason
why I really went back because my grandma kept begging me to come back, go back.”
Freedom and Independence
In addition to family connections and its role with youth eloping from foster care or
returning back from an elopement episode, the theme of freedom and independence described the
thoughts that participants had during their foster care experience. Out of the nine research
participants, six reported feeling trapped in foster care, that foster care was like a prison, youth
needed some freedom, and the transition from traditional foster care provided an opportunity to
have some freedom and independence. Allora was asked if she had one wish, what would it be.
She replied, “Mm, to be free.” When she was asked to provide clarity to her statement, Allora
explained that her “whole life, I’ve been basically raised in a cage. I haven’t been allowed to go
out and do things that I want to do. It’s only recently, now that I’m technically an adult, that I’m
allowed to go out and do things.” She was referring to her time in foster care and being “passed
around like hot potato from house to house.”
Yanni noted that he was treated like the butler in the foster homes where he lived. He
stated, “Cause I was doing all the chores, everybody’s chores. I didn’t have no freedom. I still
feel like that.” Benji’s desire to elope would have decreased if staff members at the group home
would have created more opportunities of normalcy. Instead, she was mistreated. Benji shared
that “they were making it seem like it was a prison sentence, you know. They weren’t making it
seem like this is another home for you to come stay in you know.” She concluded, “It wasn’t
very welcoming at all.”
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Like Benji, McKenzie compared her foster care experience to being in prison. She said,
“Because I’ve never had a good experience with any of my foster homes, good homes, or
anything like that. I did not have my own freedom. I couldn’t say what I wanted to without
getting in trouble. I couldn’t do anything that would like satisfy me, like that.” When McKenzie
found the opportunity, she left the last group home she was placed in and moved into an
apartment to be independent. She stated, “It was actually good for me, and earned my own
money.” Rocki concurs with McKenzie and loves the independence after her transition from
foster care. In part, Rocki stated that she feels “empowered, like I get to do this, I get to make
myself dinner, I don’t know. Like I don’t have to tell someone where I am 24/7. I like it.”
YaYa’s thoughts of freedom and independence were similar to McKenzie and Benji. She
transitioned to North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and found that she has more
autonomy than she did when she was in traditional foster care. She said, “I actually like the 18 to
21 Program because now I can actually go where I wanna go, I don’t gotta ask. I don’t gotta
wait.”
Emotional Issues
This theme described the different feelings the participants had during their foster care
experience. Some of the feelings were also associated with why the participants chose to
elopement from the foster care placement. The recurring emotion that was expressed by the
majority of the participants was abandonment and feeling unwanted. Initially, Allora could not
recall why she was being passed around from foster home to foster home. She later concluded
that it was because she wasn’t needed. She said, “I don’t really know. Uh, some houses, a
woman got pregnant; the mother got pregnant, and they didn’t want or need me anymore. Um,
another one, I was just too much to take care of.” Allora also stated, “Because I was basically
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abandoned by all these difference houses, I prayed the notion that I have to abandon them first,
so I don’t get hurt. So the whole running away part was me abandoning them.”
Before placement in a traditional foster home, Angela was placed with a kinship
provider. After experiencing an involuntary commitment, initiated by the kinship provider,
instead of Angela’s kinship provider picking her up from the hospital, Angela was left in the
hospital. She felt abandoned. She stated, “Well, she left me in the hospital for like, four days and
did not come back to pick me up or anything.” Benji did not feel wanted or welcomed when she
was placed in the group home. When referring to the group home staff, she stated, “I feel like
they could’ve stepped up and done a little bit more with the kids, you know. We never went
outside.”
A consensus of feeling unwanted was shared by McKenzie, Sandy, and Yanni. McKenzie
felt her foster mom was only in to fostering for the money. She stated, “Um, she basically did not
care about anything. She was just in it for the money, and she straight up told me that she was
not here for the kids, she was here for the money.” Despite feeling unwanted, McKenzie shared
that she feels every child in foster care deserves to be loved and taken care of by individuals who
understand that ensuring a child’s safety and well-being is the goal. After placed in foster care,
Sandy knew reunification with her mother would never be her permanency plan because she felt
her mother did not love her enough to make her priority. She stated, “My mom abandoned me.”
She continued by saying, “the only time she talks to me is when she wants to cuss me out. But I
told her I don’t want her in my life.” Yanni even stated, “Oh, um, so I figured the people that
didn’t really need me, you know. That I don’t really need to be there.” Yanni eloped from the
home soon after his unwanted feelings increased.
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Another common emotion shared between the participants was fear. Natalie explained
that she was overcome with enormous amounts of fear when she thought she was going to be
removed from a foster home. This fear led her to eloping from the foster home. She shared that
her train of thought was to leave the situation to avoid having to start all over with people she did
not know. “I’d rather go back, um, start over and have my own routine than, um, than having to
meet someone else.” Natalie also explained that her belongings always remained in a plastic bag,
and she feared coming home from school to be told she would be moving. During an elopement
episode, Allora was living in the streets for two weeks. The experience was dangerous, and she
feared her life. She reported that, “there was homeless people who would sometimes chase me
down for money. Um, thankfully I brought a knife for protection because it wasn’t safe on the
streets at all.”
The participants shared common emotions related to their foster care experience. Rocki
was the only participant who associated the feeling of empowerment with foster care placement.
Rocki expressed that she has experienced a feeling of empowerment during her foster care
experience. More specifically, she said, “So I just feel empowered.” She explained that growing
up, she witnessed her father’s control over her mother. Having an opportunity to make choices
for herself influenced her independence and she loves the autonomy. YaYa was the only
participant who shared that she has felt guilt throughout her foster care experience. The guilt
stems from the deaths of her mother and grandmother after her foster care entry. YaYa said,
“Like, when my mom died, that shouldn’t be my fault, but at the same time I feel like it is
because I coulda been a part…or like, oh you shoulda…I shoulda helped her.” She continued by
saying, “So basically, I think that even when my grandma died, I think that was my fault because
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I feel like I put her through some stress. Because she really was in some stress when they took
me.”
All the participants shared commonalities with each other: foster care placement and
foster care elopement; however, the emotions described are a representation of the different ways
they each experienced the elopement phenomenon.
Inclusion and Placement Stability
This theme described how participants associated feelings of inclusion and love in the
foster home setting to placement stability. Rocki explained how inclusion made her feel while
she was placed in a kinship placement. She noted, “I was just with my aunt and her two kids.
And it taught me a lot of responsibility and it taught me how like a family should act. Like an
intimate family, like parents, children relationship should act like with each other and interact
with each other on a daily.” Angela was quick to say that children need to be loved. She stated,
“I mean, I just think as, us, as a social worker like, you know, it’s for foster care in general, I just
think that it’s you just have to, you know, to show the, the child like a love.” Referring to
teenagers, Angela said, “But I think you just have to show them love and stability. And let them
know that everything’s gonna be okay for the time being, you know.”
Benji was placed in a group home during part of her foster care experience. She described
some of the house parents as being inattentive to the girls’ needs and not engaging in activities
that the girls wanted to do, to make them feel included and part of a family. Benji said, “I feel
like they could’ve stepped up and done a little bit more with the kids, you know.” When the
house parents switched, Benji and the other girls were able to enjoy the outdoors together.
Natalie tried hard to fit in with her foster family. She explained that, in her mind, if she fit in
with the foster family, she would not be removed from the foster home. Her thinking was not in
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alignment with what happened. She stated, “Well, there was a couple times, but I remember one
of the times is just like I felt like a wanted to fit in, in that family, and, um, I was, was hurt
because I would learn that I was being, I was gonna be removed.” Natalie became angry. She felt
that trying to fit in with the foster family was not “good enough” to secure her placement
stability, so she eloped from the foster home.
Negative Outcomes
Negative experiences were deduced from the data analysis and was identified as one of
the themes. This section described the diverse, negative outcomes that participants experienced
as a result of foster care elopement. While some participants were on the run, they experienced
living in the streets. Allora mentioned that her experience on the run was dangerous and lots of
things happened. She encountered rats that she claimed carried disease. Allora continued saying,
“There was this one woman in the side corner who would tell me she would watch over me while
I slept, and that, yeah, probably my only comfort.” Angela was with her friend during an
elopement episode, but they found themselves in tricky situations with adult males. Fortunately,
Angela stated that she and her friend knew how to take care of themselves, so nothing bad
happened.
Another negative outcome related to foster care elopement, experienced by two
participants, was educational delays. Angela and YaYa did not graduated high school. When
asked how eloping and placement instability impacted short-term well-being and daily
functioning, Angela stated, “Um, so I didn’t graduate high school.” YaYa responded saying,
“But uh, probably uh, I probably would a got a uh, got like the degree I want. I probably woulda
had that by now.” A third outcome, described by half of the female participants is pregnancy or
miscarriage. Angela acknowledged that she was scheduled to give birth, to her son, in 14 days
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from her interview. While she was ready to give birth, she knew delivery would impact her
ability to complete her GED. She said, “I have a baby on the way. Un, so even after the baby,
I’m gonna be taking care of a baby and working a full-time job. And I feel like there’s gonna be
only a little bit of time to get my schoolwork in.”
YaYa admitted that had she stayed in the “system,” she would not have been in situations
that she was in. When asked to clarify, YaYa stated, “Basically, I’m not gonna say I’m mad that
I’m pregnant, but basically I’m pregnant, I wouldn’t be pregnant right now.” When Natalie
eloped from her foster care placement, she engaged in unhealthy relationships, worked under the
table for money, and struggled. In part, she said, “…then I became pregnant and got in a
relationship that was not healthy and all. I did all this because I just wanted, you know, um, some
sort of stability, create some sort of stability for my own self.” Sandy has been pregnant since
transitioning to the 18 to 21 Program. During an elopement episode, Sandy was staying with a
friend who swapped out her medication. She stated, “Little did she know, nor I know, it canceled
out my birth control and I got pregnant…I had a miscarriage.”
Youth on runaway episodes engaged a plethora of negative outcomes. In addition to the
miscarriage, Sandy also experienced negative peer relationships and physical altercations. Sandy
also noted, “My older sister trying to, because she wanted drugs, she tried to basically like kind
of, like, sell me for sex.” McKenzie shared during her interview that while on an elopement
episode, she “lost money” and “didn’t have no food.” McKenzie did not run too far from where
her family lived, and they were able to assist her with food items while she was on a runaway
status. Benji associated her running history to her inability to maintain stable employment. She
stated, “I just kind of walked out of and I’ve never really been like that. Um, my job that I had
before foster care, I didn’t do that.” Her interpersonal relationships have also been impacted by
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her elopement behaviors because she said that eloping from a toxic situation was all she knew to
do when situations became overwhelming. She summarized her thoughts by saying, “I know a
lot of times when me and my boyfriend, we would fight and argue, um, I would throw in, well,
may I’ll just leave, you know, stuff like that. And I feel like that kind of plays, you know, a, a, a
bigger part in it, you know because I feel like that’s just comes back from what I know. I’ve
always just tried to leave.”
Reliable and Trusted Adults
Supportive social workers are beneficial in helping youth transition from traditional
foster care to North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program. Sandy stated, “After I entered
foster care, I realized the only person that would listen to you is my mediator.” Angela shared
that her current social worker texts her. She said, “She’s always like, “well, do you need
anything? If there’s anything going on like, can I help you with it?” Like, she, she tried to be
there for me like, uh, you know, as kinda, I know it like probably sounds weird, but she’s more
of like a friend, you know like, she’s supportive.”
Foster care alumni, like Natalie, recognized that reliable adults can change the trajectory
of youth transitioning out of foster care into adulthood. She stated,
I feel like if I had somebody that, um, had for a long term, I would’ve probably built
some sort of routine or, you know, some sort of, um, you know, expectation as to, like,
okay, the world is this way. Or you know, if there was a program that while you’re in
foster care, there’s a transitioning, you know like, okay, to, um, to adulthood or you
know, to being independent, like a, like a living situation, like a, um, you know, they do
have programs, but I don’t think they had it, they never offer me those program as to,
like, transitioning for foster care to adult life or, you know, life skills.
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Rocki even associated trusted adults with placement stability. While talking specifically
about her aunt who was her kinship provider, Rocki stated, “She kind of like was there for me on
a like personal level and then she was also able to explain why and what was happening in a way
where I wasn’t angry at the situation.” Like Rocki, Yanni agreed that trusted adults can help
preserve placement. Yanni described wanting to learn about his surroundings in a new country.
The feelings of entrapment led to his elopement episodes, but Yanni felt that trusted adults could
have prevented his elopement behaviors by escorting him outside when he wanted to learn more
about his surroundings. He stated,
So, one thing that I have learned, so if you, if a child runs away, it’s best, it’s best that
child not to run away. Just to just simply ask them, where is you going? You know, you,
you can most definitely go out and have fun, but can’t go near these places, you know.
And if they let them go to these, near these places, you gotta go with them. That, that
right there prevent a child from running away.
Trauma Exposure Prior to Foster Care Entry
This final theme affirmed the belief that foster youth and foster care alumni were exposed
to trauma prior to foster care entry, and these trauma histories influenced their elopement
behaviors after they entered foster care. Each participant was asked to describe their life before
their foster care entry. Allora was too young to recall life before foster care. She stated, “I was
placed in foster care when I was about two years old, so I don’t really know.” Angela’s life
before foster care was consumed with loss and physical abuse. She noted that she and her
brothers were “taken away from my mom” when she was two. Her grandfather adopted her
shortly after but died when she was 12. She said, “And then, I went to live with my aunt, but she
was really abusive, and stuff like that.”
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Angela was involuntarily committed to a hospital by her aunt and left there for days
before a social worker was contacted for the state to assume custody. Sandy was pregnant prior
to foster care entry at the ages of 11 and 12. She said, “I started my period when I was 10. I was
pregnant by my father at um, 11 and 12. Two different times. Lost the baby from miscarriage
because my body was not ready.” Shortly after her father became ill, he died. She said, “My dad
and my grandmother and my uncle were the only ones that took care of me my whole life. Five
days after my dad passed, my uncle passed, which was his brother. Then four days late, my
grandma passed away.” The key figures in her life were gone in an instant; and sadly, Sandy’s
mother did not allow her to attend either of the funerals. Prior to Benji’s foster care entry, her
caretaker ended her life by suicide. Benji shared, “I was living with my best friend whenever her
mom committed suicide in home, so that was a lot for me.” Separation from a parent was a
traumatic experience and being separated from his mom and siblings, after arriving to a new
country, is a traumatic experience Yanni remembers daily. Yanni stated, “Before foster care
placement, life was hard.”
Research Question Responses
This section used the themes developed above, in concert with the data collected, to
answer the central research question and three sub questions. The central question was: how do
youth in care and foster care alumni describe their elopement experiences while living in foster
care? The three sub-questions were: (a) what contributing factors influence (d) youth’s and foster
care alumni’s decision to elope from the foster care placement setting? (b) what factors could
have increased placement stability? And (c) how, if any, did eloping and placement instability
impact foster care youth’s and foster care alumni’s overall well-being and daily functioning?
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Table 6 provides a summary of the central research question, the three sub questions, and the
themes that addressed each question.
Table 6
Research Question Responses
Research question

Themes
Central research question

How do youth in care and foster care alumni describe
their elopement experiences?

Negative outcomes

Sub questions
What contributing factors influence(d) youth’s and
foster care alumni’s decision to elope from the
foster care placement setting?
What factors could have increased placement
stability?
How, if any, did eloping and placement instability
impact foster care youth’s and foster care alumni’s
overall well-being and daily functioning?

Freedom and independence
Family connections
Elopement from toxic situations
Trauma exposure prior to foster care entry
Inclusion and placement stability
Reliable and trusted adults
Emotional issues

Central Research Question
The central research question of the study asked: How do youth in care and foster care
alumni describe their elopement experiences? Youth and foster care alumni described their
elopement experiences negatively. The theme of negative outcomes provided a clear description
of the consequences youth and foster care alumni suffered as a result of their elopement
behaviors. Some of the youth and foster care alumni experienced homelessness, involvement
with drugs and solicitation, and loss of money, while other youth and foster care alumni did not
graduate high school and experienced pregnancy and miscarriages. Angela summed up her
elopement behaviors in foster care as such, “Like, back then I was like, “Oh well, this is
fantastic. I don’t have to go to.” It was a terrible decision. I would not recommend it to anyone.”
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When she was asked to clarify whether running away was a terrible decision, Angela replied,
“Yeah.”
Sub Question 1
The first sub question asked: What contributing factor influence(d) youth’s and foster
care alumni’s decision to elope from the foster care placement setting?
The response to this question was acknowledged in the following themes: freedom and
independence, family connections, elopement from toxic situations, and trauma exposure prior to
foster care entry. Each theme provided a rich description of the factors that influenced the
participant’s decision to elope from their foster care placement. The theme freedom and
independence informed the researcher that youth lacked autonomy and personal decision-making
abilities while placed in their foster care placement setting. A few of the participants entered
foster care when they were a teenager and were placed in a group home setting. The need for
freedom, independence, and a decrease in the house rules were directly related to the reason why
the participants eloped. The participants explained that prior to foster care entry, they were selfsufficient. It was challenging for youth to instantly become dependent on unfamiliar caregivers.
Running back to family, friends, and familiar settings supported the theme family
connections. Despite the traumatic experiences the participants faced, it was their normal. During
the interviews, participants explained that the familiarity of family influenced their elopement
behaviors. Some participants ran directly to their loved ones when they left the foster care
placement. One participant did not elope directly to her family but was close enough to her
family to receive food when she was hungry. The participants knew they could still depend on
their biological family and close friends to support them during their foster care placement.
Many of the participants did not feel supported by the foster families or group home staff. It was
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an easy decision to elope back to family when participants knew they would be given food,
water, and shelter, even if temporary.
Five or the nine participants were abused by their foster parents, the foster family’s
biological family members, group home staff, and by other youth placed in the foster or group
homes. Exposure to toxic situations, after foster care entry, was a reason why participants like
Angela, Benji, Natalie, Sandy, and Yanni ran away from their placement settings. Angela was hit
in the face by her foster mother, the girls at the group home wanted to fight Benji, Natalie was
sexually assaulted by an individual who was living in the foster home without the supervising
agency’s authorization, and Sandy and Yanni were involved in physical altercations with other
youth residing in the same foster home. Participants ran from these situations because many had
experienced similar situations prior to foster care entry. The participants did not expect to receive
the identical treatment in foster care that they received before foster care entry. When the
participants reexperienced distressful situations, they eloped.
Participants who were placed in foster care were removed from situations that disrupted
their safety, well-being, and permanence. The theme trauma exposure prior to foster care entry
had some influence on the reason why youth and foster care alumni eloped from their foster care
placements. A couple of participants had eloping behaviors identified before foster care entry.
They ran away from their parent’s home to escape the physical abuse, control, and domestic
violence between the adult caregivers. As a teenager in foster care, these participants felt they
had more control to run away from the foster homes to avoid similar situations they had
experienced as a child.
Sub Question 2
The second sub question asked: What factors could have increased placement stability?
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Two themes answered this question, which included inclusion and placement stability
and reliable and trusted adults. Youth and foster care alumni agreed that feeling a part of the
foster family or group home setting could have preserved the foster care placement. One
participant recognized how foster parents’ biological children sabotaged placement stability by
making rude comments. To avoid the disappointment of feeling excluded from family events and
typical family routines, some youth eloped from their foster care placement. Fighting amongst
household members was a shared experienced with some of the participants and a reason why it
influenced placement instability. Fighting with other household members did not make the
participants feel a part of the family unit.
A trusted adult was positively correlated as a factor to increase placement stability, in the
participants’ eyes. During the participants’ interview, trusted adults were primarily identified as
social workers, foster parents and kinship providers; however, if youth were reunited with their
birth parents, it was understood that trusted adults would include birth parents or the removing
caregiver. One participant shared that children must feel loved and supported during their foster
care experience and even after they age out of foster care. Another participant suggested that the
trusted adult would be a resource for foster care alumni to assist them with independent living
skills and to help them navigate the unchartered waters of the “real world.” Two participants
shared that foster parents can increase placement stability if they refrain from causing additional
abuse and neglect to the youth placed in their home.
Sub Question 3
The third sub question asked: How, if any, did eloping and placement instability impact
foster care youth’s and foster care alumni’s overall well-being and daily functioning?
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The theme emotional issues answered this question. Most of the participants were able to
articulate how foster care elopement and placement instability was associated with their current
emotional distress, well-being, and daily functioning. Unresolved anger, abandonment, guilt, and
fear kept some participants from engaging in interpersonal relationships that appeared
unstructured, unsafe, and unpredictable.
Angela described her current feelings of being overwhelmed by independence. She
stated,
I think like, running away and stuff, it forces you to grow up a lot faster than you should.
Like, I ran away at like, 15, so at 16, 17, I was working like, taking care of myself, doing
everything for myself. Like, I had a trailer and stuff like that. Me and my friend, we lived
together, but it was a lot. And I just wished that I would have been like, not so naïve and
just woulda stayed where I should have been. So then, I wouldn’t have had to grow up so
fast like and provide for myself.?
YaYa felt similar to Angela about eloping from foster care. Her eloping behaviors and foster care
experience, as a whole, left her depressed. Her response alluded to the negative impact eloping
from foster care has had on her short-term well-being and functioning. She said, “I shoulda never
ran away. Because if I did look at the, the…if I looked at what they was really trying to put me
though, they was actually going…I woulda already been had a apartment by now. I woulda had a
car. I woulda had everything I needed.”
Summary
The chapter summarized the findings from the participant interviews. The findings
described the lived experiences of the nine research participants who identified themselves as
youth currently participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program or foster care
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alumni who was placed in foster care in North Carolina. The responses from each participant
were captured during one semi-structured interview. The participants were asked 14 open-ended
questions. There was a total of eight themes that were derived after completing the data analysis
spiral. The eight themes were elopement from toxic situations, family connections, freedom and
independence, emotional issues, inclusion and placement stability, negative outcomes, reliable
and trusted adults, and trauma exposure prior to foster care entry. Chapter four also outlined the
central and sub questions of the research and the themes that answered each question. The central
research question was answered by the theme of negative outcomes. The first sub question was
answered by the themes of freedom and independence, family connections, elopement from toxic
situations, and trauma exposure prior to foster care entry. The second sub question was answered
by the themes of inclusion and placement stability and reliable and trusted adults, and sub
question three was answered by the theme emotional issues.
The final chapter provided a summary of the entire research study, which included the
summary of the research findings. The final chapter also included a discussion on the
significance of the study and the contributions the study added to existing research. The research
findings were linked to the theoretical framework that guided the study. The delimitations and
limitations were addressed, and recommendations of future research were offered in the final
chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this research study was to understand how elopement from foster care
settings impact the overall well-being of older youth in foster care and foster care alumni in
North Carolina. This study was important and provided child welfare professionals, foster
caregivers, birth families, and community stakeholders with an awareness of the emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral distress that was experienced by fostered youth and foster care alumni,
with the intent to provide resources to reduce elopement behaviors during foster care placement.
This chapter consisted of a summary of the research findings and a discussion of research
findings and its relevance to the existing literature and theories that guided the research study. A
discussion of the theoretical and empirical implications was addressed. The delimitations,
limitations, and recommendations for future research were the final two sections of the chapter
that are outlined.
Summary of Findings
The aim of the study was to better understand the lived experiences shared between the
participants who identified themselves as someone who had experienced foster care. More
specifically, the focus of the research was to describe how foster elopement had impacted the
overall well-being and daily functioning of the youth participating in North Carolina’s Foster
Care 18 to 21 Program and North Carolina’s foster care alumni. The data analysis spiral
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Moustakas, 1994) was applied after the data collection was complete.
As a result, eight themes developed. The eight themes affirmed the shared experiences of the
nine participants. These themes included elopement from toxic situations, family connections,
freedom and independence, emotional issues, inclusion and placement stability, negative
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outcomes, reliable and trusted adults, and trauma exposure prior to foster care entry. There was
one central research question and three sub questions that guided the study. The eight themes that
were developed answered the central research question and three sub questions.
The central question asked: How do youth in care and foster care alumni describe their
elopement experiences while living in foster care?
The central question was answered with the theme negative outcomes. Participants
described their elopement experiences negatively. In addition, the negative consequences of
eloping from the foster care setting were described by the participants, which included
homelessness, drug exposure, and pregnancy, to name a few (Bowden & Lambie, 2015;
Chambers et al., 2017, 2018; Latzman et al., 2019).
The first sub question asked: What contributing factors influence(d) youth’s and foster
care alumni’s decision to elope from the foster care placement setting?
Four themes answered the first sub question, which included freedom and independence,
family connections, elopement from toxic situations, and trauma exposure prior to foster care
entry (Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Bowden et al., 2018; Chambers et al., 2017, 2018; Crosland et
al., 2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015; Jackson, 2015).
Maintaining family connections was an overarching importance for the majority of the
participants. The ability to remain connected to family and friends was another factor that
contributed to the participants’ elopement behaviors (Crosland et al., 2018). One youth reported
that she remained in care and did not elope as often as she would have liked because of her
grandmother’s influence. But when this participant’s grandmother became ill, she eloped to be
with her.
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Roughly 56% of the participants experienced toxic living situations while placed in foster
and group homes. They were physically and sexually abused by either the foster parent, group
home staff, other fostered youth placed in the home, or unauthorized people living in the foster
home. The participants ran from those living situations to escape repeated trauma exposures that
was similar to the trauma they experienced prior to foster care entry. One participant engaged in
drug use before foster care placement and was sexually abused. She eloped from a few foster
home settings as a result of the trauma reminders from her early childhood.
The second sub question asked participants: What factors could have increased placement
stability?
This sub question was answered by two themes: inclusion and placement stability and
reliable and trusted adults. Simply put, participants wanted to feel like a household member, like
a valued person who contributed to the family’s or group home’s routines, structure, and way of
living (Bowden et al., 2018; Chambers et al., 2017; Crosland et al., 2020; Kriz & RoundtreeSwain, 2017; Rock et al., 2015; Skoog et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Inclusion was important.
As one participant shared, fitting in was her priority because she felt it would result in her
placement being preserved. Constant fighting between the participants and other household
members did not make the participants feel like they were a part of the family unit.
Trusting and reliable adults were not exclusive to child welfare professionals (Prince et
al., 2019; Skoog et al., 2015). These adults were described as foster parents, therapeutic staff at
group homes, and biological parents (Affronti et al., 2015; Blakely et al., 2017; Kelly, 2020;
Leathers, 2006). Most participants felt that a trusted and reliable adult was an influence on
placement stability as well as a successful transition out of foster care for foster care alumni.
Participants were asked what could have created more opportunities for placement stability. Two
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participants acknowledged their shared experience of being physically abused by their foster
parent. Their placement stability would have been preserved if their foster parents would be
prevented the reoccurrence of abuse in the foster home.
The final sub question asked participants: How, if any, did eloping and placement
instability impact foster care youth’s and foster care alumni’s overall well-being and daily
functioning?
The sub question was answered by the theme emotional issues. Emotional well-being was
positively correlated with the participants’ overall well-being and daily functioning. As
mentioned in chapter four, seven participants lived with unresolved and repressed anger,
abandonment issues, guilt, and fear. These negative emotions impaired the participants
interpersonal relationships, job stability, and their ability to trust people of the opposite gender
(Avery & Freundlich, 2009; Bender et al., 2015; Biehal & Wade, 2000; Crosland & Dunlap,
2015; Dworsky et al., 2013; Havlicek et al., 2013). Depression and isolation were common
emotions that impacted the participant even as they participated in the 18 to 21 Program. The
continuation of negative emotions was just one way foster care elopement impacted the
participants’ short-term well-being and daily functioning (Villegas & Pecora, 2012). Some
participants admitted to avoiding crowded areas, places with loud noises, and avoid situations
that feel unpredictable and unsafe.
Discussion
This section of chapter five considered the research findings in relation to the empirical
and theoretical literature that was presented in Chapter Two. The research findings strengthened
the existing literature; therefore, it added a positive contribution to the topic of foster care
elopement. Furthermore, the findings supported the attachment theory, ecological systems
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theory, and the hierarchy of needs developed by Bowlby (1980), Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1999),
and Maslow (1968), respectively.
Empirical Literature
There were eight themes identified to explain the shared experiences of the participants.
The central research question was explained by the negative outcomes theme, which was upheld
by the existing research. Youth who have unstable foster care placements were at increased risk
of facing homelessness when they age out of foster care (Havlicek, 2011). For participants, like
Allora, she experienced homelessness when she eloped from her foster home placement. She
stated that she “lived on the street” for two weeks and “there was homeless people who would
sometimes chase me down for money.”
Eloping was a way to cope with feelings of anger, frustration and hopelessness of the past
trauma experienced (Hyde & Kammerer, 2009). Sub question one that was answered by theme
trauma exposure prior to foster care entry concluded that youth eloped from their current foster
care placement to avoid re-traumatization. Sandy’s drug-exposed past was one she wanted to
avoid and eloped from a placement setting when housemates wanted her to engage in illicit drug
use. Sandy said,
So, first time I was placed in a home, it was my friend’s house. Because I was still going
to school, and I didn’t wanna leave. So, I asked to be placed with my friend. They said
yes. I was placed with her. I was really bad off on doing drugs, but I stopped. And then I
was just doing weed. And they wanted to go further and do other drugs. I didn’t want to.
And it created a fight between me and my friend. And her mom was leaving for Pakistan,
and I was like, you know what, I’m done with this. I ran to my friend’s house. And I
ended up moving there.
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In addition, current research stated that there were two main reasons why youth elope
from foster care: to run away from something or to run towards something (Biehal & Wade,
2000; Crosland et al., 2020; Eritsyan & Kolpakova, 2017; Hoikkala & Kemppainen, 2015). The
themes freedom and independence, family connections, and elopement from toxic situations
aligned with research that stated that desires to remain connected to natural settings, ascertain
normalcy, and pursue enjoyable activities are other factors that precipitated elopement behaviors
(Crosland et al., 2018; Rock et al., 2015) and youth who disliked rules and boundaries set by
foster caregivers or want to escape the abuse from caregivers are other reasons why youth eloped
from foster care (Biehal & Wade, 2000; Bowden & Lambie, 2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Benji
stated, “All the girls were very angry all the time. Um, which I mean, I understand hormones and
the stuff they’ve been through and just everything else, but I could not, I couldn’t deal with.” She
continued, “I couldn’t anytime I tried to have a conversation with anybody, it kind of turned into
they wanted to fight me.” While on the run, Yanni talked about his experiences. He stated, “On
the run, nothing. Just experienced new things, ‘cause at the time I couldn’t go out. I’m brand new
to the United States, to North Carolina. I need to know my surroundings.”
Trusted and reliable adults was a theme that answered sub question two. Foster caregivers
who have specialized training and know how to manage adverse behaviors created stable
environments that increase placement stability (Bowden et al., 2018; Font et al., 2021; Havlicek,
2011). Angela admitted that she and her foster mother got into arguments due to Angela’s
behaviors; however, Angela was asked what could have preserved her foster care placement or
created opportunities for more placement stability. She replied, “Um, uh, I think my foster
parent, probably not smacking me in the face, probably would have created a lot more stability.”
Birth parents were included in the theme of trusted and reliable adults to help increase placement
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stability. Parents who were involved with their child’s foster care placement, at the point of
foster care entry, were associated with their child’s less frequent eloping behaviors (Bowden et
al., 2018; Couture et al., 2021). Existing research supported the theme of trusted and reliable
adults by affirming that inclusion and attentiveness of staff will make the youth feel connected
and will aid in the youth’s successful transition to adulthood (Prince et al., 2019; Skoog et al.,
2015).
The theme of inclusion and placement stability supported the research that youth should
be respected, supported, treated like a member of the foster family, have activities to participate
in that are age-appropriate, and be given some independence (Rock et al., 2015; Skoog et al.,
2015; Taylor et al., 2014). Angela recalled one of her first placements with an elderly couple.
“Um, but I remember like, she made homecooked meals like every night,” said Angela. “She’s
just a very sweet and nurturing older woman, per se. So, I think she really kinda like, she knew
how to be a mother,” Angela concluded. It was this feeling of inclusion that did not cause Angela
to elope from this foster home.
The theme emotional issues answered sub question three that sought to understand how
elopement and placement instability impacts the youth’s and foster care alumni’s overall wellbeing and daily functioning. YaYa reported that she was recently diagnosed with depression. She
said, “I just found out I have another thing, I have, I’m depressed a lot now. Not because I’m
pregnant, but it’s just that I, I am depressed. They finally took some tests and they said I’m uh,
I’m really a lot of depressed.” According to Villegas and Pecora (2012), the number of
placement disruptions were highly correlated with mental health outcomes for foster care alumni.
Elopement exacerbated existing psychological and physical conditions caused by previous abuse
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histories, which led youth to become more vulnerable to mental health conditions (Guest et al.,
2008), and at a greater risk of developing depression (White et al., 2009).
Theoretical Literature
The theories guiding this research were Bowlby’s (1980) attachment theory,
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1999) ecological systems theory, and Maslow’s (1968) hierarchy of
needs.
Bowlby’s Attachment Theory
Attachments are the affectionate and emotional connections between individuals that
continue over time and last even when people are distanced from each other (Children’s
Alliance, 2017). According to Bowlby (1980), attachments are integral to human development.
Youth in foster care and foster care alumni wanted to attach and be connected to others that
affirm, respect, and them with tangible things (Crosland et al., 2018). It was the work of Bowlby
that helped professionals understand and explain the dysfunctional attributes of parent-child
attachments throughout the lifespan. The study extended the existing research of attachment
theory with the assistance of the theme family connections. Often, youth in care felt torn about
establishing relationships with their foster families while maintaining the relationship with their
birth families. Parents made youth feel guilty for wanting both relationships (Skoog et al., 2015).
Furthermore, youth eloped to reconnect with their families to nurture the feeling of normalcy.
YaYa was getting tired of not being able to talk to her family. She said, “So basically the reason
why I ran away from both … Most of, some of my foster home, because they didn’t wanna let
me have a phone’ I’m a phone addiction person. I need a cell phone. And I have family, like, that
couldn’t talk to me.”
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Youth wanted their foster parents to care about them and make them feel a part of the
foster family (Skoog et al., 2015). Rocki’s connection to her family has helped her successfully
transition into adulthood and North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program. Rocki said, “But
the transition was good. Like she gave me a lot of life skills before, like laundry and like
cleaning and like preparing me for like real world stuff.” The inability to form healthy
attachments in conjunction with elopement behaviors increased the likelihood of foster youth
becoming involved in the judiciary system (Sarri et al., 2016). Unfortunately, this study did not
find evidence to support this existing body research because none of the participants reported
being affiliated with the judicial system.
Ecological Systems Theory
The ecological systems theory is a framework suggesting human development is
dependent on the interactions that occur between the individual and the individual’s
environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1999; M. Crawford, 2018; Scott & Wolfe, 2015). The
individual environments were described as microsystems or the innermost level of the ecological
systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). With this understanding, some participants shared their
experience of elopement from their foster care settings as a result of their past traumatic
experiences and the traumatic experiences that occurred after foster care placement. The two
themes that furthered the existing theoretical literature were trauma exposure prior to foster care
entry and elopement from toxic situations. Natalie was sexually abuse prior to her foster care
entry. After foster care placement, she was sexually abused again by someone who was not
authorized to live in the foster home. She stated, “…the place I was put in, I end up being sexual
abuse again by someone that was not supposed to be there.” She eloped from the placement
shortly after. After McKenzie entered foster care, she was neglected by her foster parent.
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McKenzie said, “The first foster home that I went to, I ran away from because the lady would not
feed me like I was supposed to eat. She would isolate me.” Natalie’s and McKenzie’s
microsystems shaped their attachments and interactions with others within the foster home
setting.
The ecological systems theory described the mesosystem as an interconnectedness of the
two microsystems working in alignment with each other. This study did not further the existing
research because none of the participants shared how their birth families worked in partnership
with the foster care system. The study extended the ecological systems theory as it referenced the
exosystems environment. The exosystems claimed that youth development would be impacted
by events occurring in settings when the youth is not present (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A great
example was when youth eloped from the foster home setting to reconnect with friends in preexisting, pleasure-seeking activities. Yanni stated that when he eloped, he went to check out his
surroundings and hang out with friends. With excitement in his voice, Yanni stated, “I see, I seen
pools, you know. I seen big houses. I built friends around me. Yeah, I built friends. I go, I go out
to their house just to play basketball.” Angela met up with her friends while eloping from her
foster home, and they traveled to Florida. She said, “Like, um, I ran away, and I went to, I went
and traveled around to many different places.”
The final ecological approach in the ecological systems theory is the chronosystem
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Although Natalie, Yanni, YaYa were the only three participants that
identified as non-Caucasian. Neither disclosed whether they were placed in transracial
placements to assess how cultural connectedness influenced one’s decision to elope from their
foster home setting.
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Hierarchy of Needs
The hierarchy of needs is a theory based on the assumption that human needs must be
attained in ascending order (Maslow, 1968). The themes of elopement from toxic situations and
inclusion and placement stability extended the existing theoretical literature pertaining to the
securement of the human needs of safety, love and belonging, and self-esteem. Safety needs
represented the second category of human needs that need to be met for a person to successfully
ascend to the need for love and belonging. Research concluded that youth eloped from their
placements when they did not feel safe (Chambers et al., 2018). When youth such as Allora,
Benji, and Yanni experienced chaos, bullying, and negative interactions with other foster family
household members or youth living in congregate care settings, they eloped (Bowden & Lambie,
2015; Crosland et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2014).
All participants were asked to share the first word that came to mind when they heard the
term “foster care.” Benji stated, “chaos.” When asked to further explain, Benji said,
Um, I feel like kind of since day one they never really had their crap together. Um, they
were very, they didn’t know what they were gonna do with me, didn’t know what they
were gonna do with me, didn’t know how to, you know, they constantly not even telling
me if I was gonna be able to go back to my home or if I was not gonna be able to go back
to my home. Um, I was getting several different answers from several different
authorities. It was just very chaotic, there was, it, like I said, nothing was really in line.
Um, there wasn’t really a structural plan there. It was just kinda they figure it out as they
go, you know.
Bullying was a customary event in one of the foster homes where Allora was placed.
Allora stated, “Um, well, I was in a big house and the family had two kids: a daughter and a son.
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And the son would often play tricks on me and bully me in all kinds of way. And finally, I had it
to the point where I would just pack my things and snuck out.” Yanni shared various situations
he experienced in the foster and group homes where he was placed. He noted, “And I also have
experience, uh yeah. I have experience running away. I have experience, you know, getting into
fights with my foster brothers.”
Love and belonging and self-esteem are the third and fourth categories, respectively, of
ascending human needs identified by Maslow (1968). Although self-esteem is measured by one’s
internal thoughts of themselves, self-esteem is also influenced by the perceptions of others
(Children’s Alliance, 2017). Youth thrived off of feeling included and a part of the family
dynamics. Although the attachment theory and hierarchy of needs concluded that youth would
return to people, places, and situations where they experience normalcy (Bowlby, 1980;
Crosland et al., 2018; Maslow, 1968), Natalie shared that there was a dire need to feel included
and to have a trusted adult accessible to them, which she associated with increased placement
stability. She stated,
Um, I felt like I, I did not have, I wasn’t ready for the world. You know, I, I didn’t have
parents and I also didn’t have someone that I could trust and guide me through, like you
know, um, you having to, having to have the life skills or whatever. You know what I
mean? Like, I feel like if I had somebody that, um, had for a long term, I would’ve
probably built some sort of routine or, you know, some sort of, um, you know,
expectation as to, like, okay, the world is this way.
Implications
The findings of this research informed the practice of different groups of people who
provide direct and indirect services, resources, and care to youth and foster care alumni. This
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included child welfare professionals (i.e., social workers, child welfare leadership), foster
caregivers (i.e., foster parents providing family foster care, leveled family foster care, congregate
care staff), birth parents, and mental health professionals Theoretical, empirical, and practical
lenses were explored in the following sections.
Theoretical Implications
There were theoretical implications applicable to birth parents and foster caregivers who
form and create bonds and attachments with youth. Youth enter foster care when their basic
needs are unmet. Exposure to trauma before foster care entry and after foster care placement
prevented youth from successfully attaining the ascending order of human basic needs (Maslow,
1968). The attachment theory taught that a child’s attachment to their parent is a critical process
(Bowlby, 1980) and was impaired by physical and sexual abuse, neglect, dependency, and
emotional maltreatment. When a child’s needs went unmet, unhealthy attachments formed,
mistrust developed, and the inability to self-regulate manifested (Children’s Alliance, 2017).
When youth entered foster care, the microsystems of the home environment and foster care
setting became entangled if attachments were unsecure between the youth and parental figures
(prior to entry). Any attempt of the foster caregiver to establish routines and structure led to a
placement disruption if the youth desired to remain connected to the birth family, despite the
youth’s exposure to traumatic situations. Foster caregivers should receive the proper trainings to
learn how to work with the youth’s maladaptive behaviors if the behaviors are a response to the
trauma they have experienced (Bowden et al., 2018; Font et al., 2021; Havlicek, 2011).
Empirical Implications
This study had empirical implications, and for mental health professionals, the
participants in this study disclosed their mental health conditions as a result of the maltreatment
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they have experienced. Foster care placement, for some participants, exacerbated their
posttraumatic stress symptoms because they were re-exposed to additional abuse and neglect
once they entered foster care (Guest et al., 2008). Existing research showed that foster care
alumni were at a higher risk of developing posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) during foster
care placement than those who are not (Jackson et al., 2011). Yanni was separated from his
mother and siblings as soon as he entered the United States as an undocumented youth. Natalie
was sexually abused by a household member who was not authorized to be living in the foster
home. Sandy was exposed to illicit drug use. Angela was left in a hospital and picked up by a
social worker. She sat in the social worker’s office for hours before foster home placement was
identified. All of these experiences led to elopement episodes.
Anctil et al. (2007) found that increased frequency of unstable foster care placements
increased the likelihood of the foster care alumni being diagnosed with mental health illnesses in
adulthood. When youth encountered placement instability, their access and attendance to medical
and mental health treatment decreased (Guest et al., 2008). Unfortunately, many foster care
alumni lost their medical insurance with their transition out of foster care; therefore, their mental
illness such as PTSD went untreated (Villegas & Pecora, 2012). Mental health professionals are
entrusted to ensure that their clients have accessibility to behavioral health services, during and
after foster care placement.
Practical Implications
This study had practical implications that informed how child welfare professionals
engaged youth at the onset of foster care entry as they attempted to identify elopement behaviors.
At the point of foster care entry, the child welfare professional had the ability to begin a
relationship that was trusting and safe. The study helped the child welfare professional
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understand that past trauma exposures and the need for youth to remain connected to family and
their natural environment were factors that influenced future elopement behaviors. Findings from
the study created mitigation opportunities of decreasing elopement behaviors when youth’s
histories were explored. The study also created an awareness that youth thrive off establishing a
relationship with their social worker (Batsche et al., 2014; Cunningham & Diversi, 2013; Curry
& Abrams, 2015; Prince et al., 2019; Skoog et al., 2015).
Often, youth voices were not listened to or considered when foster care arrangements are
made. A space should be provided for children and youth to express their views in decision
making and case planning (Coy, 2009; Kriz & Roundtree-Swain, 2017). Youth and foster care
alumni reported that they wished to have a trusted individual to guide them through the foster
care experience. Natalie stated that social workers should provide youth with a list of resources
that will be available to youth transitioning out of foster care. She admitted that she did not have
“parents or someone that I could trust and guide me.” She suggested stated that having someone
available to teach basic life skills would be helpful.
Christian Worldview
The Christian worldview was not addressed in the study due to the secular nature of the
research topic; however, it was briefly discussed in the context of an interpretation of the
research findings. In Hebrews 11:6 (NIV), the Christian worldview was explored with the text
reading that anyone who comes to God must believe that he exists. To add to this Christian
worldview, Genesis 1:1 (NIV) stated, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
The Christian worldview supported the idea that God is the creator of all things that exist. One of
the findings in the study suggested that youth and foster care alumni need trusted adults in their
lives to help them navigate through foster care and adulthood. In the context of this Christian
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worldview, God’s creations were designed with purpose. His people are created to be nurturing
and to lend a helping hand to those in need.
On the contrary, for youth and foster care alumni who have lived and shared experiences
of maltreatment and exposure to traumatic situations, it could be difficult processing that God’s
creation (other humans) would inflict so much torture upon another human being when God’s
teachings instructed people to be kind. The passage of scripture found in Ephesians 4:32 (KJV)
teaches believers to forgive “… one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you.”
Teaching someone how to forgive another who has caused harm and compromised safety and
well-being could be dilemma and challenge to the Christian worldview. With respect to
differences of beliefs, youth and foster care alumni were allowed to exercise their autonomy to
place meaning on how to interpret their own Christian worldview.
Delimitations and Limitations
Delimitations were the boundaries and limits that were placed around the research study.
Delimitations are conscious choices of inclusion and exclusion influenced by the researcher’s
biases (Ross & Bibler Zaidi, 2019). One of the delimitations of the study was that the
participants were identified as individuals that were either currently participating in North
Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program or identified as foster care alumni. Another delimitation
was that the foster care alumni who participated in the study received foster care services in
North Carolina. The researcher decided to select participants who were at least 18 years old so
they could provide their consent to participate in the study. For the youth currently in foster care,
their social workers conducted an initial screening to ensure the youth met the participant criteria
and were competent to engage in the research study. The phenomenological research design was
the third delimitation of the study. Phenomenological research described the commonalities of
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lived experiences shared between the participants who eloped from their foster care placement
settings. The researcher, a child welfare social worker, works in North Carolina. The findings of
the study informed the services provided to youth in foster care and augmented the resources
available to foster care alumni in the local service area.
Limitations or weakness sometimes influence the outcomes of research studies (Ross &
Bibler Zaidi, 2019). In this study, one of the limitations was gender. Eighty-nine percent of
participants were female. When the recruitment of participants began, the researcher could not
predict that only one male would volunteer to participate in the study, after several male
candidates were screened to participate in the study. The male’s perspective of foster care
elopement was limited with only one male sharing his lived experiences of foster care
elopement. A second limitation of the study was the racial composition of the participants. Sixtyseven percent of the participants were Caucasian. According to the existing research, minority
females elope more often than any other youth in care. There were only two minority females
represented in the study; therefore, understanding how foster care elopement impacted this
specialized population was understudied. Thirdly, participant age was a limitation of the study.
Eighty-nine percent of the participants were ages 18-21 and over 65% of the participants were
still participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program. Age was a limitation
because the study does not provide a comprehensive understanding of the long-term effects
foster care elopement on foster care alumni who have transitioned completely out of foster care
for five years of more, or for those whose permanency plan was adoption, reunification with the
birth family, or did not participate in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18-21 Program.
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Recommendations for Future Research
Foster care elopement was an epidemic experienced by youth and foster care alumni in
North Carolina. The participants of this study described the short- and long-term impacts of
elopement behaviors on their overall well-being and daily functioning. The findings, which
included participants describing their foster care experience as negative and engaging in negative
outcomes, suggested that this study extended the existing research. The participants desire to
have some freedom and independence, and the lack of freedom and independence was associated
with elopement episodes. Maintaining family connections was a central reason youth eloped
from placement. It is, however, necessary that additional research be conducted based on the
delimitation and limitations of the study.
The study’s findings were based primarily on the female voice. Future research should
extend the opportunity for the male voice to be heard. The female experience of foster care is
likely to be experienced differently from a male’s point of view considering the gender roles that
are societal influenced. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups would provide the male
voice to be richly explored in a homogeneous environment where male participants would feel
safe to share their intimate feelings about their foster care experience. In this study, age was
identified as a delimitation and limitation. It was intentional that the researcher chose to screen
participants in that were 18 and older; however, the majority of the participants were between
ages 18-20.
Future research should explore elopement behaviors and the impact on short- and longterm well-being and daily functioning with youth ages 18 and younger. A longitudinal study
would best meet the needs of the research to determine the long-term effect of elopement
behavior. In addition, older foster care alumni may give a different perspective of how their
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elopement behaviors have impacted various areas of their life such as employment, incarceration,
homelessness, and mental and physical health needs. Interviews and surveys would also be
effective data collection techniques used to conduct research. Future research should consider the
minority population since the majority of participants were Caucasian females. Another
recommendation for future research would be to extend the research outside of North Carolina.
Geographical influences may produce different outcomes than those created by placement in
North Carolina. For this reason, a quantitative study could be facilitated to capture general
information from participants, all over the United States, who have been impacted by foster care
elopement.
Summary
The phenomenological research study explored the impacts of foster care elopement on
well-being and daily functioning of foster youth and foster care alumni in North Carolina. It was
guided by the attachment theory, ecological system theory, and hierarchy of needs. The findings
of the study generated eight themes from very broad ideas that represented each participant’s
lived experienced. The eight themes included negative outcomes, freedom and inclusion, family
connections, elopement from toxic situations, trauma exposure prior to foster care entry,
inclusion and placement stability, reliable and trusted adults, and emotional issues. The findings
supported the theoretical frameworks because all youth and foster care alumni desired to feel
loved and have a sense of inclusion and belonging. When attachments between the child and
parent were compromised due to abuse and neglect, it impacted how the youth participated in
establishing relationships with their foster caregivers and other household members if/when the
youth entered foster care. Some of the participants shared that they eloped from their foster care
settings to get away from toxic situations.
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The central research question asked how youth and foster care alumni described their
foster care experience. The majority of participants associated the negative outcomes they had
experienced to describe their foster experience. The study incorporated three sub questions. The
first sub question asked about the contributing factors that made participants decide to elope
from the foster care setting. Some youth and foster care alumni shared that family ties, friends,
and having a sense of normalcy factored into their decision to elope. Other participants stated
that they eloped from foster care placements to either escape from toxic situations or from
trauma reminders from prior trauma experiences.
The second sub question asked about the factors that could have increased placement
stability, and the final sub question asked participants to assess how elopement and placement
instability impacted their overall well-being and daily functioning. Two general themes answered
sub question two. Most of the youth reported that feeling included in the family unit and having
reliable and trusted adults to guide the participant throughout the foster care experienced would
have increased placement stability and decreased elopement episodes. Repressed emotions and
mental health impairments have been short- and long-term impacts to the participants’ wellbeing and it impacted how they sustained interpersonal relationships, which provided an answer
to the third sub question.
The implications from the study suggested that birth parents and foster caregivers must
understand the integral roles they play with attachment building and how the lack of healthy
attachments impaired youth’s and foster care alumni’s ability to create healthy attachments to
non-familial caregivers and impacted successful matriculation through the foster care system.
Secondly, mental health and child welfare professionals have an obligation to ensure youth in
care and foster care alumni have equitable and accessible resources that will enable their ability
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to thrive during their foster care matriculation and transition to adulthood. Establishing a trusting
relationship was not only a theme analyzed during the data collection but was also identified as a
factor that would increase placement stability.
The empirical literature affirmed the negative outcomes that some foster youth and foster
care alumni experience: youth who eloped from their foster care placement were exposed to retraumatization such as death (Gypen et al., 2017; Latzman et al., 2019; Pullmann et al., 2020).
The tenth participant who was initially screened to participate in the study was 17 years-old at
the time of his foster care entry. He was placed in one foster home and ran from the placement
within two weeks. With his upcoming 18th birthday in less than one year from the date of his
initial foster care entrance, this youth remained on a runaway status until his 18th birthday.
Elopement from the first and only placement resulted from his desires to remain connected to his
familial ties. After turning 18 and meeting participant eligibility, the final preparations were
being made to schedule a time to review the informed consent. An email notification was sent
that the prospective research participant was involved in a shooting and succumbed to the
injuries.
The unfortunate event supported the theoretical literature guiding this study, more
specifically, the attachment theory based on the idea that this youth eloped from his foster care
placement settings to remain connected with others who affirmed, respected, and provided them
with tangible things (Crosland et al., 2018). This young man exited foster care on a runaway
status and died just two weeks after turning 18. One life gone is one life too many. If research
continues to understand the impact of foster care elopement on well-being and daily functioning,
not only could placement be preserved but perhaps an innocent life.
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APPENDIX A: REQUEST TO RECRUIT PARTICIPANTS
Dear County Director/Assistant Director:
As a graduate student in the Community Care and Counseling Department/School of Behavioral
Science at Liberty University, I am conducting research as part of the requirements for a doctoral
degree. The title of my research study is Understanding Foster Care Elopement and Impact on
Well-Being: A Phenomenological Study, and the purpose of my research is to understand how
youth elopement in foster care impacts well-being and daily functioning, to identify contributing
factors that influenced the decision to elope from foster care placements, and to recognize
reasons that increase placement stability.
I am writing to request your permission to utilize youth participating in North Carolina’s Foster
Care 18 to 21 Program for my research study.
After participant eligibility has been confirmed, participants will be asked to complete the
attached survey to collect their demographics, participate in a 60-90-minute interview, and
review the transcript from their interview. Participants will be presented with informed consent
information prior to participating. Taking part in this study is completely voluntary, and
participants are welcome to discontinue participation at any time.
https://liberty.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_a4Pap0EE7UdTCbc?Q_CHL=preview&Q_Sur
veyVersionID=current&previewID=018a95fa-3c5e-42c3-aff8-f481dd80f2eb
Thank you for considering my request. If you choose to grant permission, please respond by
email to dhartraynor@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,

Dana Hart-Raynor
Doctoral Candidate
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APPENDIX B: RECRUITMENT EMAIL—NORTH CAROLINA DEPARTMENT OF
SOCIAL SERVICES
Dear County Director/Assistant Director:
As a graduate student in the Community Care and Counseling Department in the School of
Behavioral Science at Liberty University, I am conducting research as part of the requirements
for a doctoral degree. The title of my research study is Understanding Foster Care Elopement
and Impact on Well-Being: A Phenomenological Study, and the purpose of my research is to
understand how youth elopement in foster care impacts well-being and daily functioning, to
identify contributing factors that influenced the decision to elope from foster care placements,
and to recognize reasons that increase placement stability. I am writing to invite eligible
participants to join my study.
Participants must be at least 18 years old and actively participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18
to 21 Program or at least 18 years old and identify as a foster care alumnus who received foster care
services in North Carolina, foster care adjudication occurred after the participant’s third birthday, and
foster care elopement was documented and verified by the county’s department of social services.

Participants, if willing, will be asked to complete a five-minute Qualtrics survey to capture
participant demographics, participate in a 60-90-minute semi-structured interview, and review the
transcript from their interview for accuracy and data collection. The review of the transcript is estimated
to take approximately 30 minutes. Personal information will be requested from the participants;

however, pseudonyms or fictitious names will be used throughout the research study to protect
the participant’s identity.
Once eligibility is determined, please contact me at dhartraynor@liberty.edu.
A consent document is attached to this email and will be reviewed with prospective participants
before the research study begins. The consent document contains additional information about
my research. If individuals choose to participate, they will need to sign the consent document
and return it to me by email before the interview is scheduled. My email address can be located
in the signature line of this recruitment letter.
Participants will receive a $25 Visa gift card at the conclusion of the research study.
Sincerely,
Dana Hart-Raynor
Doctoral Candidate
dhartraynor@liberty.edu
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APPENDIX C: IRB APPROVAL

July 1, 2022
Dana Hart-Raynor
Tracy Baker
Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY21-22-1168 Understanding Foster Care Elopement and Impact on
Well-Being: A Phenomenological Study
Dear Dana Hart-Raynor, Tracy Baker,
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study to be exempt from further IRB review.
This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding methods mentioned in
your approved application, and no further IRB oversight is required.
Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifies specific situations in
which human participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR 46:104(d):
Category 2.(iii). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive,
diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of
public behavior (including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria
is met:
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of
the human subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the
subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination required by
§46.111(a)(7).
Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be found
under the Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your study on
Cayuse IRB. Your stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to gain the consent of
your research participants. If you plan to provide your consent information electronically, the
contents of the attached consent document(s) should be made available without alteration.
Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and any
modifications to your protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IRB for verification
of continued exemption status. You may report these changes by completing a modification
submission through your Cayuse IRB account.
If you have any questions about this exemption or need assistance in determining whether
possible modifications to your protocol would change your exemption status, please email us
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at irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office
Reply
Forward
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APPENDIX D: CONSENT FORM

Consent
Title of the Project: Understanding Foster Care Elopement and Impact on Well-being: A
Phenomenological Study
Principal Investigator: Dana Monette Hart-Raynor, Doctoral Candidate, Liberty University
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be at least 18 years of
age, currently participating in the extended NC’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program or at least 18
years of age and received foster care services in North Carolina and now identify as a foster care
alumnus, foster care adjudication occurred after your third birthday, and you affirm having
eloped from a foster care placement at least once while receiving foster care services in North
Carolina. Foster care elopement must be documented and verified by the county department of
social services. Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding
whether to take part in this research.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to understand how foster care elopement has impacted the well-being
needs of young adults participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18 to 21 Program and adults
who have transitioned out of North Carolina’s foster care system. The study is being conducted
to identify strategies that may help reduce youth’s foster care eloping behaviors and to increase
child welfare staff’s, foster caregivers’, and community stakeholders’ knowledge on how to
support youth transitioning from foster care to independent living.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Complete the Qualtrics survey to capture the participant’s demographics (5 minutes).
2. Participate in a 60–90-minute virtual interview. This interview will be audio and video
recorded and transcribed by a professional transcription service.
3. Review the interview transcript for accuracy and to affirm that the information gathered
reflects the participant’s first-person narrative (30 minutes).
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in this study. Benefits
to society may include retaining a general understanding of common factors associated with
elopement from foster care placement that will help child welfare professionals, practitioners,
foster caregivers, and birth parents support youth and young adults exhibiting elopement
behaviors.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
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The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in daily life. However, as a mandated reporter, information shared such as child abuse,
child neglect, elder abuse, or the intent to harm yourself or others may result in mandatory
reporting to the Department of Social Services. The retelling of traumatic narratives may pose
psychological risks such as intrusive thoughts. At any time of the study, you can choose to
refrain from answering questions that are triggering. You may also terminate your participation
at any time during the research study.
How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher and transcriptionist will have access to the records. Data collected from you may
be shared for use in future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you
is shared, any information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data
is shared.
•
•
•
•
•

Participant data will be kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms.
Interviews will be conducted in a private location where others will not easily overhear
the conversation.
Data will be stored on a password-protected computer only known by the researcher.
Hardcopy data will be stored in a locked cabinet.
Data may be used in future presentations; however, after three years, all electronic
records will be deleted. All physical documents will be shredded at the conclusion of
three years.
All interviews will be audio and video recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be
stored on a password-locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the
researcher and transcriptionist will have access to recordings.

How will you be compensated for being part of the study?
Participants will be compensated for participating in this study with a $25 Visa gift card after
completing the interview and reviewing the transcript for accuracy. Partial compensation will not
be awarded. Email addresses will be requested for compensation purposes.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free
to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you will be destroyed immediately and will not be included in this study.
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Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Dana Monette Hart-Raynor. You may ask any questions
you have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at
dhartraynor@liberty.edu. You may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Tracy
Baker, at tbaker@liberty.edu.

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.
Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.
Your Consent
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the study
after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information provided
above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. I consent to participate in the study.
The researcher has my permission to audio record and video record me as part of my
participation in this study.

____________________________________
Printed Subject Name

____________________________________
Signature & Date
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APPENDIX E: PHONE SCRIPT
As a graduate student in the Community Care and Counseling Department in the School of
Behavioral Science at Liberty University, I am conducting research as part of the requirements
for a doctoral degree. The title of my research study is Understanding Foster Care Elopement
and Impact on Well-Being: A Phenomenological Study, and the purpose of my research is to
understand how youth elopement in foster care impacts well-being and daily functioning, to
identify contributing factors that influenced the decision to elope from foster care placements,
and to recognize reasons that increase placement stability. I am writing to invite eligible
participants to join my study.
Participants must be at least 18 years old and actively participating in North Carolina’s Foster Care 18
to 21 Program or at least 18 years old and identified as a foster care alumnus who received foster care
services in North Carolina, foster care adjudication occurred after the participant’s third birthday, and
foster care elopement was documented and verified by the county’s department of social services.

Participants, if willing, will be asked to complete a five-minute Qualtrics survey to capture
participant demographics, participate in a 60-90-minute semi-structured interview, and review the
transcript from their interview for accuracy and data collection. The review of the transcript is estimated
to take approximately 30 minutes. Personal information will be requested from the participants;

however, pseudonyms or fictitious names will be used throughout the research study to protect
the participant’s identity.
Once eligibility is determined, please contact me at dhartraynor@liberty.edu.
A consent document is attached to this email and will be reviewed with prospective participants
before the research study begins. The consent document contains additional information about
my research. If individuals choose to participate, they will need to sign the consent document
and return it to me by email before the interview is scheduled. My email address can be located
in the signature line of this recruitment letter.
Participants will receive a $25 Visa gift card at the conclusion of the research study.
Sincerely,

Dana Hart-Raynor
Doctoral Candidate
dhartraynor@liberty.edu
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APPENDIX F: DEMOGRAPHICS SURVEY
Instructions: The sole purpose of the Qualtrics survey is to collect demographic information as
part of your participation in the research study: Understanding Foster Care Elopement and
Impact on Well-being: A Phenomenological Study. The purpose of this research is to understand
how youth elopement in foster care impacts well-being and daily functioning, to identify
contributing factors that influenced the decision to elope from foster care placements, and to
recognize reasons that increase placement stability. Please note that all information will be kept
confidential.
Name: ___________________________________
Preferred Contact: __________________________________

Racial identity - Please select from the following:
Black/African American
White
Latin or Hispanic
Asian/Pacific Island
Native/Alaskan American
Other
Gender - Please select from the following:
Female
Male
Transgender
Non-binary
Prefer not to answer
Other
Age - Please select from the following:
18-21
22-25
26-29
30-33
34-37
38-41
42-45
46 and older
Reason for foster care entry - Please select from the following:

UNDERSTANDING FOSTER CARE ELOPEMENT
Abuse
Neglect
Dependency/abandonment
Reason for foster care exiting - Please select from the following:
Reunification
Adoption
Guardianship with courtappointed caregiver
Emancipation
Runaway
Other
Number of foster care placements - Please select from the following:
1-2
3-5
6-8
9 or more
Estimated number of elopement episodes - Please select from the following:
1-2
3-5
6-8
9 or more
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APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself that includes your interests, hobbies, likes, dislikes,
etc.
2. Share with me the qualities of a person you most admire.
3. If you had one wish, what would it be?
4. What is the first word that comes to mind when you hear the term “foster care?”
5. Tell me why you selected that word.
6. If you can recall, help me to understand what life was like before foster care
placement.
7. What is/was your experience with foster care?
8. What was going on at that time to influence your decision to elope?
9. What has been (was) your experience with eloping while placed in foster care?
10. What could have preserved your foster care placement or created more opportunities
for placement stability?
11. For those who have transitioned out of foster care, please describe that transition of
aging out of foster care.
12. How has eloping and placement instability impacted your short-term well-being and
daily functioning?
13. How has eloping and placement instability impacted your long-term well-being and
daily functioning?
14. What is one final thought about foster care, elopement, and child well-being you
think is important for me to note?

